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he Alexander Technique (AT) is a remarkably simple but powerful method 
for learning to skillfully control how your brain and body interact, allow- 
ing you to better coordinate your movements while increasing the accu- 
racy of your mind’s thoughts and perceptions. 

Now, in How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live, leading Alexander 
Technique master teacher Missy Vineyard sheds a completely fresh light on this 
revolutionary method and, in the process, offers path-breaking insight into the 
mind-body connection. Vineyard thoroughly explains and teaches the central skills 
of the AT through simple self-experiments, and she offers engaging stories of students in their 
lessons to show its effective application across a range of disciplines, including the performing 

arts, athletics, health, psychology, and education. 

How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live introduces us to a 
world within ourselves that we know surprisingly little about—and 
thereby helps us to understand why we often cannot do what we should 
be able to do, why we harm ourselves with chronic tension and anxiety, 
and why our thoughts often seem beyond our control. Vineyard is also 
the first AT teacher to draw on cutting-edge research in neuroscience and to synthesize those 
findings with AT theories and techniques. She fully illuminates the benefits to be reaped by 
mastery of the Alexander Technique, which include: 


WITH 50 BLACK 
AND-WHITI 
ILLUSTRATIONS 
THROUGHOUT 


e Release from acute or chronic physical pain + Enhanced mental attention and focus 
* Reduced anxiety ¢ Improved balance and coordination * Relief from tension and stress 


+ Increased ease and efficiency performing precise movement skills 


Ultimately, How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live shows how the Alexander 
Technique empowers you to better understand yourself and learn broadly applicable skills 
for life-long change and self-mastery. 


MISSY VINEYARD is one of the foremost master teachers of the Alexander Technique in the 
United States today. Vineyard is founder and director of the Alexander Technique School New 
England (ATSNE), cofounder and first director of AmSat, and the author of numerous articles. 
For the last twenty years she has devoted much of her schedule to teacher and postgraduate 
training, and to developing a unique, systematic curriculum for imparting the subtle hands-on 
skill that is the hallmark of the Alexander teacher. Vineyard maintains a busy private practice 
in Amherst, Massachusetts. 
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“Missy Vineyard is an inspired and inspiring teacher, and her book 
about the Alexander Technique will help many people become aware 
of their own potential for self-mastery. How You Stand, How You Move, 

How You Live deserves a wide readership.” 
—ALICE PARKER, 
composer, conductor, teacher, founder and artistic 
director of Melodious Accord, and board member of 
Chorus America 


“For anyone interested in the mind-body connection and fascinated 
by the process of change, How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live 
is a gem. itis a rich addition to the Alexander literature—a hook to be 
read slowly and savored.” 


— JANE KOSMINSKY, 
dance faculty, The Juilliard School, and president of the 
Balance of Well-being, producer of pioneering videos 
about the Alexander Technique 


“Missy Vineyard has been an Alexander Technique teacher for many 
years and now we get to reap the benefits of her research and work in 
this superb book. tt is exceptionally useful as a way to enrich one’s 
experience of the Alexander Technique. 


—Jesswa WOLF, 
teacher of the Alexander Technique, The Art of 
Breathing in New York City and the Yale School of Drama 


“Simply by reading How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live, my 
mind quieted, my spine lengthened, my breath deepened. Through 
entertaining stories and clear directions for practice, Vineyard takes 
the beginning student or professional alike into the essence of the 
Alexander Technique. Her profound knowledge of neuroscience, years 
of study and teaching af the Alexander Technique, and deeply empathic 
and curious nature have led to a book which will serve students and 
teachers of anyone engaged in physical studies which investigate the 
physiological and psychological nature of the mind-body connection.” 
—Peoer ScHwART2, 
professor of dance, chair of the dance program, 

University of Massachusetts at Amherst, and former 
chair, Five College Dance Department 


“A unique book in the Alexander titerature, How You Stand, How You Move, 
How You Live examines in depth the mental processes needed for 
successful mastery of the Technique. Missy Vineyard’s unusual approach 
to the difficult subject of inhibition will give the reader many new and 


useful insights that significantly will enhance freedom and coordination.” 


—Paut GARNER, 
clarinetist, Dallas Symphony Orchestra, and music 
faculty, Southern Methodist University 


“Masterfully written and illustrated—a must read for all students of 
the Alexander Technique.” 
— JUDITH C. Stern, MA, PT, CTAT, 
senior faculty, American Center for the Alexander 
Technique, New York 
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“An uncommonly clear introduction to the rationale for the Alexander 
Technique and the perfect accompaniment to hands-on Alexander lessons. 
How Yau Stand, How Yau Move, How You Live is an engaging invitation to 
explore the Alexander Technique as a way to inhabit our bodies more 
enjoyably over a lifetime.” 

—Frances V. Moucper, PHD, 
soclologist and author of Social Problems of the Modern World 


“Missy Vineyard enlightens both the teacher and the student with her original 
thesis bridging the working principles of the Alexander Technique with 
current knowledge in areas of neuroscience, human behavior, performance 
and medicat rehabilitation while bringing new meaning to the self-help book. 
How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live reaches beyond the typical 
Alexander Technique primer to shed light on the subtleties of human behavior 
with shrewd observation, original thinking, and rare honesty." 
—IDELLE $. Packer, MS, PT, 
certified teacher of the Alexander Technique and owner of 
Body Sense, Inc., an integrative physical therapy practice in 
Asheville, Narth Carolina 


“Having experienced Missy Vineyard’s teaching and read her fascinating 
book, | have no doubt that she has developed a most effective and insightful 
refinement of the Alexander Technique that all teachers and students would 

do well to study.” 


—~MICHAEL BLOCH, 
author of F, M.: The Life of Frederick Matthias Alexander 


“How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live is at once an intellectual tour 
de force integrating knowledge from several disciplines and a practical 
guide to psychosomatic re-education. Theoretically informed yet 
thoroughly accessible, tt makes fascinating reading. Contemporary 
interest in the representation and uses of the body will make this hook 
very valuable to students of cultural studies as well as teachers and 
students of Alexander Technique. Missy Vineyard writes eloquently and 
from a position of mastery of her material.” 


=-MuRRAY M, SCHWARTZ, 
professor of literature and psychoanalysis, Emerson College 


“Vineyard's book is particularly successful in two ways: Her description of 
the Alexander Technique is clear, comprehensive, compelling, and 
pragmatic. She has also made an important contribution to our appreciation 
of the value of the Alexander Technique through personal stories of 
challenge and accomplishment.” 


— Davin FeosHun, MD, PHD, 


professor of theater, Cornell University, and artistic director, 
Schwartz Center for the Perfarming Arts 


“How You Stand, Haw You Move, How You Live is a gem. It stands out among 
the growing number of books about the AT in the Lucidity of presentation, as 
well as the precision in the discussion of the subtlety of AT. Both in the 
narrative and the self-experiments, the practice of AT is conveyed with 
clarity and immediacy.” 

—Suimon Main, PhD, 
professar of physics, Calgate University 
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MISSY VINEYARD is one of the foremost master teachers of 
the Alexander Technique in the United States today. Vineyard is 
director of the Alexander Technique School New England 
(ATSNE), a three-year teacher-training program that she 
founded in 1987, and the author of numerous articles. In 1987 
she cofounded AmSAT, the national professional society for 
Alexander teachers in the United States, and served as its first 
chairman. For the last twenty years she has devoted much of her 
schedule to teacher and postgraduate training, and to develop- 
ing a unique, systematic curriculum for imparting che subtle 
hands-on skill that is the hallmark of the Alexander teacher. She 
maintains a busy private teaching practice, specializing in work- 
ing with performing artists and children to enhance their artis- 
tic and athletic performance. Vineyard has two sons and two 
stepdaughters, and lives with her husband and two standard 
poodles in Amherst, Massachusetts. 

To learn more or contact Missy Vineyard, visit her Web site at 
www. missyvineyard.com. 
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Introduction | 


Make the most of yourself, 
for that is all there is of you. 
—R. W, EMERSON 


HERE IS A poster of Michael Jordan on the wall in my 

teaching room that I like to show my students. Jordan is four 
feet off the ground, suspended in the air halfway between the foul 
line from which he has departed and the basket toward which 
he is aiming and soon to dunk the ball. He is as close to a 
human bird as I have seen—a massive, four-limbed bird in 
improbable flight, There are many striking aspects to this picture: 
Jordan’s height in the air; the distance he has traveled and has yet 
to travel, airborne, en route to the basket; his strong, upright torso. 
Most astonishing is the expression on his face. It is apparent that 
his mind is not focused on his body. He is not feeling what his 
legs are doing, checking out where his arms are going, or won- 
dering where he will land. His mind is focused on the basket as 
every part of his body fulfills his purpose in easy and fluid coor- 
dination, following the direction of his mind’s intent. 

“Wow! How does he do that?” my students ask in a tone of 
wonder. The next question is spoken slowly, with a distant note 
of self-reproach: “Why can’t I do that?” 

It is my job to answer their questions, but I am not a basket- 
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ball coach, exercise trainer, or sports psychologist. Nor are my stu- 
dents necessarily athletes. They are anyone and everyone. They 
come from all ages, backgrounds, and occupations, and they come 
for many reasons. [ teach the Alexander Technique—a method that 
explores how you do what you do. 

The Alexander Technique teaches you to improve your move- 
ment skill in activities such as standing, sitting, walking, running, lift- 
ing, playing an instrument, hitting a ball, jumping. It teaches you to 
reduce unnecessary tension and to move with balance and coordi- 
nation, More important, by learning to improve how you use your 
body, you also learn to improve how you use your mind. The 
Alexander Technique teaches you to better understand yourself, 
physically and mentally. This deeper self-knowledge becomes a 
tool that lets you play a greater part in recovering from injury, main- 
taining health, improving posture, learning new skills, aging grace- 
fully, and achieving a deeper sense of well-being. Whatever your age, 
whatever your background and interests, the Alexander Technique 
lets you explore your mind-body connection to help you achieve 
self-mastery. 

For example, how do you stand? Do your feet turn out or point 
straight ahead? Are your shoulders pulled back, or forward, or 
lifted? How does your head sit on top of your neck? Is it tilted back- 
ward or forward? Is it rotated? Do you stand the way your best friend 
does? Do you stand efficiently, with almost no effort in your mus- 
cles and an easy lightness throughout your body? Or do you stand 
with your knees locked, pelvis pushed forward, spine compressed, 
and jaw clenched? How did you learn to stand? Do you know 
whether this is important? Perhaps you find such questions bewil~ 
dering You just stand You do not think about it. What more is there 
to say? In fact, there is a great deal to say, observe, and learn. 

This book explores how you stand and, by extension, how you do 
anything you do. This means we will look at how you use your mind, 
how you use your body, and how they interact to create your behav- 
ior, We will approach this topic by learning about a method devel- 
oped at the turn of the last century by F M. Alexander, known today 
around the world as the Alexander Technique. Alexander was an actor 
with a vocal problem.To recover his voice, he did a simple thing. He 
studied himself in a mirror and made important discoveries about 
how our thoughts and movements are bound together to create our 
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unconscious and habitual way of moving that can lead to injury, 
undermine our health, and limit what we are able to learn and 
accomplish. Then he discovered how we can bring our thoughts and 
movernents to a conscious level and tease them apart to enhance 
both how we think and how we move. 

Today, more than fifty years since his death, people all over the 
world and from all walks of life are learning Alexander's method of 
self-study to improve how they function. Well-known past and gur- 
rent students of the Technique include John Dewey, George 
Bernard Shaw, Aldous Huxley, Kevin Kline, William Haft, Mary 
Steenburgen, Renée Fleming, and Robertson Davies: Alexander 
teachers are employed at many of the leading performing arts 
schools around the world, including Juilliard, NYU, UCLA, and 
London's Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts. 

Since you cannot experience this hands-on method by reading 
about it, I have done the next closest thing. I have compiled a col- 
lection of true stories drawn from more than thirty years of teach- 
ing experience to show you this learning process in action, You will 
meet John, who suffers from a frozen shoulder, and Erin, who has 
chronic back pain that prevents her from playing tennis. You will 
meet Bruce, a pianist with performance anxtety, and Ed, who suf- 
fers from inexplicable arm pain. You will meet Nancy, a dancer who 
has trouble balancing on one leg; Nathan, a teenager who wants to 
improve his pitching; Joan, who is virtually paralyzed by fear; and 
Greg, an actor with a flat and stilted voice.” These and other sto- 
ries show students learning the Alexander Technique as they acquire 
the skills to change lifelong patterns of mental and physical behav- 
ior that have been undermining how they function. 

In addition to the stories, the book draws from my personal study 
of the Technique and from recent research in neuroscience to shed 
light on what Alexander discovered but could not fully explain. The 
book breaks new ground as it probes deeply into the two essential 
but little-known cognitive skills that are central to the method: 
inhibition, a type of thinking that prevents unwanted tension, 
unnecessary emotional reaction, and maladaptive behavior; and 


* All students’ names and physical characteristics have been changed to protect their pri- 
vacy (with the exception of my sans). The students represented in the Uluscrations are per- 
sonal friends who kindly agreed to model for the artist. 
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direction, a type of spatial thinking that enhances our balance and 
coordination as we move. The book discusses the physiological 
basis of these skills and how they improve physical performance and 
brain functioning. 

The book also includes a series of Self-Experiments that allow you 
to explore your mind-body connection to discover how your mind 
and body connect and interact, and that teach you the skills for self- 
mastery. You will learn to rest your back and strengthen your back 
muscles; observe your movement habits in action; inhibit and direct; 
and apply your new cognitive skills in simple and everyday activities. 

Since this is an Introduction, I will not yet venture into the sub- 
ject of how you stand, or precisely how you do the things you do, 
but begin instead with a question: Have you ever noticed that, even 
though you have been making decisions about moving your body 
throughout your day, virtually every day of your life, you do not 
know very much about how you do this? How does a mere thought 
trigger nerves to send their electrochemical signals, so that a simple 
decision (I want to stand) becomes a physical act (I am standing)? 

Although this question might be approached through complicated 
explanations of neurological functioning and muscle anatomy, I am 
going to offer you a simple metaphor: How you move—the way that 
you do what you do—is information that is locked away in a black box 
within you, hidden beneath your conscious awareness. It is so hidden 
from view that you do not even realize you lack this understanding— 
not on a scientific level—but on a level of simple self-observation and 
awareness. Nor are you likely to notice this essential mystery within 
yourself until, one day, you experience a problem such as an injury, 
chronic pain, or some other physical or psychological limitation that 
prevents you from being able to do what you want to do, 

Perhaps one day you bent down to pick up a sock and felt a sud- 
den, stabbing pain in your lower back and crumpled to the floor. 
Why did this happen? Perhaps when you were young you sat easily 
at your desk and studied all night, but now, decades later, you often 
find yourself in pain as you sit at your desk. Why is this happening 
now? Perhaps you are learning to play a musical instrument. Your 
teacher explains what your fingers and arms must do but you can- 
not make them obey. It seems impossible to do what you are told 
to do, despite your sincere efforts. Why aren’t you able to learn to do 
this? Perhaps you slipped one day on the ice, falling and breaking 
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your leg. Months later your leg has healed, but whenever you walk 
any distance you experience pain. Why doesn’t tt get better? 

Perhaps you suffer from any of 2 myriad of musculoskeletal 
injuries: tendinitis, arthritis, carpal tunnel syndrome, tennis elbow, 
ruptured disk, or repetitive strain injury, which are not helped very 
much by pain medication, exercises, or even surgery. Js there anything 
else that can be donc? Perhaps you are a musician, dancer, actor, or ath- 
lete. You understand that you have learned to move your body in a 
way that is mefficient and even harmful, but you cannot stop mov- 
ing in your usual way. Why is if so difficult to change? 

Once we experience a physical injury, or have difficulty learn- 
ing a skill, or discover the frustration of not being able to do what 
we try to do, we start to wonder why this is happening. But find- 
ing the answer is not easy. We may begin by seeking help from doc- 
tors, psychologists, or other health professionals, but this often 
means being treated for symptoms rather than addressing their 
source, or analyzing our behavior rather than learning the skills for 
change. We may exercise to strengthen specific muscles, but this does 
not teach us to coordinate our entire body as we move. We may try 
harder and practice longer, but this does not help us to understand 
our unconscious, harmful patterns of tension, or how to correct our 
skewed self-conceptions. 

Worse, when our efforts do not succeed, we tell ourselves that we 
are the way we are because of our fate or genes, resigning ourselves to 
our problem because we are convinced there is nothing more we can 
do, Or we assume that our partial selfunderstanding and limited self- 
awareness is the best we are capable of, and so believe we cannot search 
any more deeply into ourselves to find the cause of our problem. Or 
we are afraid to probe too deeply, fearful of what we will discover. 

However, there is an option besides fatalism, passive acceptance, 
or fearful withdrawal. There is the possibility of finding our hidden 
- box, learning to open it, and peering inside to discover its secrets. 
Here we find the realm where our thoughts, feelings, actions, and 
beliefs intermingle. This is the area of dynamic interaction and 
connection between the many aspects of our selves. It is also the 
realm of smisconnection, where the mind misperceives the body’s 
feelings, where the body fails to respond skillfully according to the 
mind’ intent, where misconceptions lead us astray, and where imag- 
ined fears stop us in our tracks, 
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If we can learn to perceive these misconnections, however, we dis- 
cover that we have been unwittingly creating and/or compounding 
the problems from which we suffer. Then we are ready to begin learn- 
ing the skills for restoration and reconnection. With awareness, our 
conscious mind can become a tool for change. We can consciously 
learn to shift our perceptions and better understand our feelings. We 
can consciously learn to perceive our body more accurately and 
objectively. We can learn to stand and to move with greater efficiency, 
balance, and coordination. Our body can become better able to do 
as we intend. 

Where is such knowledge and skill to be found? This is the ter- 
ritory into which the Alexander Technique ventures, a method not 
of self-absorption but of self-understanding; not of treatment and 
exercise but of skilled, effective bodily control; not of intellectual 
self-analysis but of experiential learning that teaches us how to iden- 
tify and release our harmful reactions to pain, fear, and anxiety. The 
Alexander Technique teaches us to look more deeply into ourselves, 
and to better operate the self from within. How You Stand, How You 
Move, How You Live shows you how. 
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How use doth breed a habit in a man! 


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 


REDERICK MATTHIAS ALEXANDER was born in 
1869 on the island of Tasmania off the southeast coast of 
Australia. As an infant he was sickly but grew into a bright, pre- 
cocious youngster with a tendency to ask too many questions 
in school. This disrupted the other children, so the local school- 
master tutored him privately. Alexander’s close relationship 
with his teacher, who loved the theater, was an important 
influence. As a teen he dreamed of becoming an actor but as the 
oldest in a large family, he was expected to help with the family 
finances. At seventeen, Alexander left home and took a job as 
a bookkeeper at a tin-mining company. But after a few years, 
his longing for the theater prevailed. Alexander began taking 
classes in elocution, acting, and violin. Soon he was giving 
recitals to highly favorable reviews. And then, suddenly, his 
prospects dimmed when he developed a strange hoarseness in 
his voice. 
Seeking medical help, Alexander’s doctor advised him to 
drink tea with honey and not to speak for several weeks to give 
his voice a rest. After he followed these instructions his voice 
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INTRODUCTION Il-1. 
Woman with poor head- 
neck coordination: neck 
jutting forward {excessive 
neck curvature), head 
pulled back and down on 
the neck, and shoulders 
rounded forward. 


improved, but when he returned to performing his hoarseness 
returned as well. 

“Keep drinking tea and honey and resting your voice,” his doc- 
tor instructed. 

“Why should I?” Alexander countered. “My voice gets better 
when I don’t speak but gets hoarse again when I do. Doesn’t this sug- 
gest that I’m doing something harmful to my voice when I speak?” 

His doctor agreed this was a reasonable theory. 

“Then why should I keep doing as you suggest? Resting my 
voice only helps if I don’t speak!” The doctor admitted this was a 
fair point but had nothing more to offer. Unwilling to abandon the 
new career on which he had staked so much, Alexander resolved to 
solve his problem himself. 

Using two mirrors, he watched his profile as he spoke 
and noticed something surprising. Each time he began to 
speak, he saw his head move back and downward on his 
neck as his neck thrust forward, and he gulped awk- 
wardly for air (Illustration II-1). Alexander was not cer- 
tain if this odd mannerism was related to his vocal 
problem, but he decided to stop doing it.When he tried, 
however, he was startled to discover that he could not pre- 
vent it. Every time he spoke, this unconscious way of 
moving reasserted itself. It seemed he had an uncon- 
scious way of using his muscles over which he had no 
control. He could consciously decide to speak or not, but 
he could not prevent himself from tensing his neck mus- 
cles, pulling his head back, and gulping for air as he 
spoke. 

With further observation, Alexander discovered that 
this way of moving his head and neck acted like a current 
running through him, accompanying everything he did. 
He also realized he had not been aware of this tension as 
it happened because he did not feel it. He concluded that 
his way of moving was damaging his vocal mechanism. He needed 
to learn to prevent this, but how? 

Reviewing his progress, Alexander realized that he had several 
unconscious beliefs about his body. He believed that he would know 
if he was doing something harmful to himself. He believed that as long 
as he was not sick, his body would function normally. And he believed 
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that, with sufficient practice, he could make his body do what he 
wanted. But his observations in the mirror disproved them all. He had 
not felt what he was doing with his neck muscles, and so had not been 
aware of his tension as he spoke. He had actually been damaging his 
body by this unconscious tension, causing his hoarseness. And he 
could not make his body do what he wanted. 

Continuing to observe himself in the mirror, Alexander saw that 
whenever he had a mere thought to speak, this previously unconscious 
misuse of his body reasserted itself. This meant that his thought of speak- 
ing played a central role in how he spoke, which brought to light 
another wrong belief—that his mind and body were separate. He had 
assumed that a physical problem arose from his body, and a mental 
problem arose from his mind. As such, he had believed his hoarseness 
was a physical problem. But this idea of separation was clearly 
wrong. He saw in the mirror, unmistakably, that his thought 
of speaking produced a response of excess tension in his body. 

Alexander realized he was trapped in a chicken-and-egg 
sort of problem. In order to prevent his misuse and restore 
his voice, he would have to change the whole of himself, 
mind and body: how he thought and how he moved. But 
where should he begin? 

First, Alexander tried to do the opposite movement with 
his head and neck. Instead of thrusting his neck forward and 
pulling his head back, he pushed his neck back and pulled his 
head forward (Illustration II-2).While this produced a change 
in his appearance, his voice did not improve. Next he noticed 
that any change in the way he usually moved his head and 
neck felt wrong to him, while his old way of speaking (which 
he now understood to be wrong) felt right. Not only was he 
unaware of his tension habit, he could not accurately perceive 
what his body was doing. His way of speaking was tied to his 
mind’s misinterpretation of physical sensations, warping his 
judgment. This meant that physical sensation was an all- 
important bridge, linking his body’s movements with his INTRODUCTION Il-2. 
mind's perception. His incorrect self-perception and physical misuse anasto alec ee 
were tied together. He was locked in a vicious cycle of misuse, faulty pushed back (too little 
perception and judgment, and further misuse. neck curvature], jaw 

Alexander decided that instead of doing the opposite movement pulien Backs eee 


; ; et ‘ forward and down, and 
with his head and neck, he would try thinking the opposite thought. shoulders pulled back. 
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INTRODUCTION Il-3. 


Woman with skilled head- 
neck coordination: neck 
lengthening upward 
{normal neck curvature), 
head poised forward and 
up on top of the neck, jaw 
suspended freely from the 
head, and shoulders 
widening apart. 


Since telling himself to speak triggered his faulty way of 
moving, he tried telling himself not to speak. Watching in the 
mirror as he repeated this self-instruction, Alexander was 
astonished to see that his muscle tension melted away. His neck 
lengthened upward. His head shifted forward and up on the top 
of his spine. His spine lengthened and his ribs moved more 
readily, helping him to breathe (Illustration II-3). Although 
these changes felt wrong to him, he could see in the mirror 
that his body appeared more relaxed and more upright, and 
his head did not pull back and down on his neck. 

In neuroscience, excitation is the term that refers to the 
activation of a neuron, which can stimulate a muscle to con- 
tract. Inhibition is the term that describes the opposite—a sig- 
nal that causes another neuron not to be activated, thus 
preventing the contraction of a muscle. Alexander had stum- 
bled onto a remarkable skill he later termed inhibition. 
This was an appropriate choice. By telling himself not to 
speak, he learned to prevent the neural activity that triggered 
his unwanted physical behavior.” 

This was a welcome success, but there was still a prob- 
lem. He had not yet succeeded in speaking, only in inhibiting the 
muscle tension that was triggered when he thought of speaking. 
In time Alexander learned that his first task was to inhibit his 
thought of speaking, since this restored a more normal way of 
moving his head and neck. Then the challenge was to speak—but 
without disturbing this new and better use of his body.To do this 
he acquired another skill that he later termed directing. Alexander 
gave himself specific verbal instructions that described this new and 
better pattern of movement: he thought of letting his neck 
lengthen, letting his head move forward and up on his neck, letting 
his torso lengthen and widen, and letting his knees release forward 
from his torso. 

Using these new thinking skills, Alexander found that he could 
prevent his old tension habit and maintain the new coordination 
of his head and neck as he spoke. While speaking in this way felt 
* Inhibition is often used synonymously with repression, onoi a Guiney to hold some- 
thing in or keep something back, especially an emotion, in a way that is psychologically or 


physically harmful. By contrast, Alexander's use of the word refers to the positive and health- 
ful capacity of the individual to stop or prevent an unnecessary or harmful behavior. 
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strange to him, there was no denying the change he saw in the mir- 
ror and the improvement he heard in his voice. 

At the time Alexander had no idea how inhibiting and directing 
produced such remarkable changes. Years later, he drew from the 
research of a scientist named Rudolf Magnus to formulate a theory. 
Magnus’s work showed that vertebrates have an array of reflexes 
designed to assist in coordinating the animal's posture and move- 
ment that are triggered by the changing position of the head on the 
neck, and the head’s position in relation to gravity. In Magnus’s 
words, in vertebrates “the head leads and the body follows.”! 

Alexander’s self-experiments demonstrated the practical side of 
this research. His misuse of his head and neck was interfering—not 
just with his voice but with physiological mechanisms designed to 
assist in coordinating his movements. This in turn marred the over- 
all functioning of his body. By inhibiting, he prevented this misuse. 
By directing, he maintained the new relationship of his head, neck, 
and spine as he spoke and ashe moved in all his activities. Later, 
Alexander termed this a primary control in the use of himself. In 
time he noticed that his self-perception shifted as well. The new way 
of moving felt right to him, and the old way felt wrong. In some 
unknown way, his mind’s interpretation of bodily sensations had 
become more correct. 

Alexander returned to the stage amid wide acclaim. Special com- 
pliments were paid to his vocal skill. Then he began to notice that 
many other people had simular patterns of misuse of themselves, and 
he began teaching others what he had discovered. Soon his students 
were reporting significant improvement in a wide array of symptoms, 
which impressed their physicians. In 1904 Alexander moved to 
London carrying letters of recommendation from several Australian 
doctors who admired his work. In a short period, he was teaching 
his new method to leading figures of the London stage, wealthy 
patients of respected London physicians, and members of the upper 
echelons of British society.” Alexander relinquished his dream of 
becoming an actor and devoted himself to teaching his method, 
which later in his life he described as the study of human reaction. 
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Introduction to the 
self-Experiments 


The voyage of discavery is notin seeking new landscapes 
but in having new eyes. 
— MARCEL PROUST 


|= MANY WHO have made important scientific discov- 
eries, Alexander was a keen observer. Then he devised exper- 
iments to uncover the meaning of his observations. The subject 
of study was himself. By observing his body in motion he 
uncovered his mind in action, as his thoughts played them- 
selves out across the canvas of his body. Through this he gained 
important insight into the problem of mind-body disconnection: 
how the mind misinterprets the feelings from the body so that 
the body often cannot perform even simple movements as the 
mind intends. In short, we often misjudge ourselves and cannot 
reliably control what we do. Simple acts done repeatedly, such 
as slumping in a chair or hunching our shoulders as we hold a 
pen, feel right to us, and we fail to understand the harm that such 
simple acts of malcoordination can cause. Further, changing 
how we move feels wrong, and so we unwittingly perpetuate our 
mind-body disconnection, 

The Alexander Technique is an objective system of self-study 
that helps us learn to perceive ourselves more accurately, It is a 
hands-on method that gives us an experience of improved 
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mind-body connection, and that teaches us the tools for change and 
sclf-mastery. 

How You Stand, How You Move, How You Live is not a substitute for 
this hands-on learning experience, but if Alexander was able to 
learn so much through self-observation and experimentation, so, too, 
can you. Toward that end, the book includes a series of self- 
experiments that are designed to let you explore your mind-body 
connection in action, and to learn the central cognitive skills of the 
method: specifically, sections C and D are designed to teach you how 
to inhibit; and sections E and F are designed to teach you how to 
direct. have developed these procedures over the course of my many 
years of practice and study of the Technique. While inhibiting and 
directing were identified and described by Alexander, the self- 
experiments that explore these essential skills are my own. 

Following is a brief overview of the entire series of self- 
experiments, 

Section A teaches you how to rest your back muscles effectively 
by lying down in the semisupine position (on your back with your 
hips and knees bent) and in the prone position (face down with your 
legs straight}. In section B, you will observe yourself in movement, 
specifically as you sit down on and stand up from a chair. You will 
discover which muscles you use and whether you are tightening 
your muscles unnecessarily, and you will learn to test your ability to 
prevent unnecessary tension. 

In section C, you will enter the realm of the mind as you begin 
to learn the most essential skill of the Alexander Technique— 
conscious inhibition. This section discusses what I term the four pit- 
falls of learning to inhibit: mind wandering, feeling instead of 
thinking, thinking mindlessly, and forgetting the meaning of “no.” 
It includes specific steps for learning to recognize and overcome 
each of these pitfalls. Next, you will combine your skills to practice 
conscious inhibition. In section D, you will inhibit as you perform 
a simple movement and experience firsthand how this enables you 
to prevent unconscious habits of unnecessary tension. 

The second skill of the Alexander Technique is directing. Section 
E begins with experiments designed to help you learn to chink spa- 
tially and to think in specific spatial directions. Next, you will put 
these skills together as you practice the directions as Alexander 
taught them. In section F you will inhibit and direct as you perform 
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more complex movements, such as moving forward and backward 
in a chair and progress to standing and sitting. You will experience 
firsthand how inhibiting prevents unconscious habits that interfere 
with the optimal functioning of your locomotor system, and how 
directing enables you to improve your balance and coordination as 
you move. 

In section G, you will practice two simple movements designed 
to strengthen the deep muscles of your neck and back, the essen- 
tial muscles of upright posture. Finally, in section H, you will learn 
how inhibiting and directing can help you exercise and play a 
sport, overcome performance anxiety, manage chronic pain, and 
assist you in many of the acts of day-to-day living. 

As you explore and practice these self-experiments, keep in 
mind that your aim is not to achieve a state of perfection but to 
enjoy a process of self-exploration and discovery. I have termed these 
“experiments” to encourage you to approach them with curiosity, 
with openness to new experience, and without fear of failure. 
Other essential ingredients for success are patience and repetition. 
In time you will experience the satisfaction and confidence that 
comes from acquiring new skills and deepening your self- 
knowledge. Through these self-experiments, you will be following 
in Alexander's footsteps as you embark on a journey for restoring 
your mind-body connection to enhance how you live. 
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surprising Observations 


The most erroneous stories are thase we think we know best— 
and therefore never scrutinize or question. 
—STEPHEN JAY GOULD 


ate: opatera aar 


JOHN, PART ONE. . pase 


THE DOORBELL RINGS. I pull open the heavy front door 
with a twinge of anxiety, which I always feel when meeting a 
new student. Today, he is a middle-aged man named John. He 
smiles in greeting and I welcome him into the house while tak- 
ing in a stream of impressions. I watch how he holds his body. I 
note the expression on his face, the mood in his eyes, and the tim- 
bre of his voice. At this moment of introduction I am like a 
prospector hunting for gold, seeking nuggets of detail. I want to 
know how he feels inside his skin and how he interprets the 
world around him. 

As John walks ahead of me into my teaching room, I notice a 
quality of heaviness. Despice his slim frame, it appears as if he is car- 
rying an invisible pack, heavily loaded, pressing downward on his 
body. He has informed me previously on the phone that he hopes 
the Alexander Technique will rid him of the pain he experiences, 
day and night, from his frozen right shoulder. Considering his 
complaint, John’s manner of moving does not surprise me, His 
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1-1. John sitting 
collapsed against the 
back of the chair, neck 
jutting forward and head 
pulled back and down on 
the neck, shoulders 
rounded forward. 


arms are held stiffly against his body, restrained 
like errant children. One shoulder is lower 
than the other. His legs barely bend. He lurches 
his torso from side to side as he walks, pulling 
each leg up and hoisting it forward. 

I invite John to sit down. When he reaches 
the chair he turns around to face me, pulls his 
torso forward like a pill bug curling around 
itself, jerks his head back on his neck, and falls 
into the chair. My chair creaks as he lands. He 
finishes the task by collapsing his torso against 
the back of the chair and, clasping his right 
elbow with his left hand, sighs audibly (Illus- 
tration 1-1). Then he looks past me with a 
noncomunittal expression and says, “Well, I 
really don’t know what you can do for me.” 

“Tell me what you have already tried for 
your shoulder, John.” 

“My doctor sent me to a physical therapist. 
She gave me some exercises and stretches. I 
did them for a while but it didn’t help.” 

“Anything else?” 

“I’ve had some massage, which feels good, but it doesn’t really 
change anything. My shoulder still hurts. I can’t lift my elbow more 
than a few inches.” He puts his left hand on his right shoulder, 
squeezes it, and slowly circles his arm to demonstrate its limited 
range of motion. As he does this, his facial muscles tense from 
discomfort. 

“Anything else?” 

“No. I probably have to learn to live with it.” 

“Everyone is different, but from my experience I'd say it’s likely 
the Alexander Technique can help you. Let me begin by asking you 
to stand in front of the chair.” 

As I observe John standing, I see the effect of decades-old con- 
traction. His upper back rounds forward. Since his neck is curved for- 
ward as well, his head pulls back on his neck so that he can see out 
in front of him. His knees are locked. His pelvis is thrust forward. 

“Would you sit down once and stand up again? I want to watch 
what you do.” 
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As John begins to sit, the curve in his spine increases as if a 
downward push is necessary to make his legs bend. When he 
reaches the chair, he begins his upward return with the same curl- 
ing movement in his spine. When he finishes, his torso does not 
extend upward to its full length but remains in its partial curl, his 
head positioned back on his neck. John’s arms are still pressed 
inward against his ribs. 

“John, let me ask you a question. Do you know what you are 
doing in your upper back, and your head and neck as you move?” 

John’s face is blank. “I have no idea,” he answers. 

“Let's try an experiment. Stand and sit again, but this time see 
what you can notice happening with your head and neck as you 
move.” 

John nods, then sits and stands again. As he finishes he turns to 
look at me bur doesn’t speak. 

“What did you notice? Anything come to your attention?” 

“Not really.” 

“You didn’t move your head and neck at all?” 

“Not really. No, [ don’t think so.” 

“Let’s do a slightly different experiment. This time I'd like you 
to put your hand on the back of your neck and head. Don’t press 
hard; gently feel whats happening in your body as you move.” 

John’s gaze drops down as he does as I have instructed. When he 
finishes, he doesn’t speak. 

“Notice anything?” I ask.“Don’t worry, this isn’t a test. You can’t 
fail. Tell me whatever you notice.” 

“Well, it felt as if the muscles in my neck were working. They're 
tightening, I guess.” He pauses. “I didn’t know they were doing that.” 

“Yes, that’s it. You felt that with your hand, right? What about your 
head? Could you feel what it was doing?” 

Without comment, John sits and stands again, hand in place, 
engaged more fully now in the process of self-observation. “Well, 
it seems to move.” 

“Which way?” 

“Sort of backward, toward the back of my neck. I guess my neck 
muscles are tightening and pulling my head backward.” 

“That’s right. Can you feel what happens to your neck as a 
result?” Jobn sits down and stands up but remains silent, thinking 
about what to say next. 
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“Į guess the muscles in my neck are tensing, pulling my head 
back, which makes my neck jut forward. The back of my head gets 
closer to my shoulders.” 

“That’s good. You've described it well. By putting your hand on 
yourself to feel, you have more information about what you are 
doing. The first time you tried it, you said nothing was happening, 
remember? Now you have a different idea about it. Is that a fair 
statement?” 

John smiles, nodding. “Yeah, I had no idea I did this.” 

“You're not alone, This is what Alexander observed himself 
doing. Most people do this. It’s just a matter of varying degrees. And, 
like Alexander, most people don’t know they're doing it. It is kind 
of surprising, when you think about it. It’s our body and we’re the 
ones making it do what it does, yet there’s a lot we don’t notice 
about how we use it, Ready for another experiment?” 

“Okay” 

“This time leave your hand on your neck to feel what's hap- 
pening, but see if you can sit and stand without tensimg the mus- 
cles in your neck and pulling your head back. At this point we don't 
know whether this is necessary, we only know that you do it. 
Experiment and see if you can stop doing it.” 

John puts his hand on his neck again and begins to sit down. This 
time he moves more slowly and his body looks stiff as he tries to pre- 
vent his neck and head from moving. With effort he reaches the 
chair, but his head and neck have done the same thing as before. 
“What did you notice?” I ask. 

“T think I got tense all over. And my neck still tightened.” 

“That’s right. You tried a common strategy. It’s as if we chink we 
can prevent ourselves from tensing one muscle by tensing all che 
others. That’s not a great solution. It makes moving much more dif- 
ficult. It’s like tying your ankles together and trying to run a race. 
Any other ideas?” 

John puts his hand on his neck again and begins to stand up, piv- 
oting his body slowly forward from his hips. This time his neck is 
lengthening and his head has not pulled back. Then he stops. Just as 
he begins to increase the tension in his leg muscles to stand, the ten- 
sion in his neck suddenly reasserts itself. John notices this and, not com- 
menting, sits down. Again he pivots his body slowly forward, stops, and 
then starts to stand, but he tenses his neck muscles again as he begins 
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to use his legs. Silent, he tries once more.The same responses are trig- 
gered. John sits back in the chair and looks at me. “It’s not possible,” 
he says, shaking his head.“I can't sit or stand without tensing my neck 
and pulling my head back! Maybe it has to be like that?” 

“This is good, John. You're making important discoveries. You re 
learning that you have a particular way of using your body. Until 
now you weren’t aware of this. Becoming more aware is the first 
step, but it isn't sufficient for change. That’s what these lessons will 
teach you how to do.” 

“Maybe it isn’t possible,’ John says under his breath. 

“Okay, that’s a fair point. Why don’t you watch me sit and stand. 
Tell me what you observe.” After I finish, J turn to him. “Well?” 

“You didn’t tense your neck or pull your head back at all!” 

“Right. So we’ve answered that question. You don’t have to do 
it. This is your habit. It’s part of your particular way of moving your 
body. Most people create lots of unnecessary tension as they move 
but they don’t feel it, and so they don't realize it’s happening, 

“What do you think these discoveries might help us learn about 
this right shoulder that’s giving you trouble?” 

“Oh that,” John says quickly with a tone of relief. “L know what 
T do there. know I make it worse because I pull my right shoul- 
der up around my ear.” 

“Really?” 

“Oh yeah, I know that’s a big reason why it hurts.” 

Asa teacher with years of experience, I have an advantage. | know 
what John is doing with his shoulder and it isn’t what he thinks. 
Instead of telling him this, however, I want to give him an oppor- 
tunity to make this discovery himself. 

“I tell you what, John. Let’s do something else. Turn right and face 
the large mirror on the wall, Take a moment to observe your shoul- 
ders. Are they the samer” 

“No,” John says hesitantly, wrinkling his forehead. “My right 
shoulder looks a bit lower than my left.’ The tone in John’s voice 
tells me he is having trouble believing what he is seeing. 

“Yes. Earlier you were getting information by using your hand 
to feel your body’s movements. Now you're getting information by 
observing in the mirror. Let’s do another experiment. Lift your arms 
up in font of you as if you were holding a pen, writing at your 
desk.” John quickly mimes the act of writing. 
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1-2. John standing with 
right arm raised, right 
elbow bent, and right 
shoulder lower than the 
left, and the left arm held 
stiffly and pulled back. 


“Now look in the mirror. What’s your right shoul- 
der doing?” 

“It’s kind of pushing downward again. It’s lower 
than before.” 

“Yes. Now watch in the mirror and we'll do another 
experiment. Lift your left arm over your head, just as 
far as it can comfortably move, and then bring it down 
slowly. Watch how you do it. Then, do the same thing 
with your right arm. Lift it to wherever it’s able to go— 
don’t force it—but observe how you move your arm, 
and especially what happens in your shoulder.” 

John raises his left arm easily and lowers it. Next he 
raises his right arm, slowly and more carefully, keeping 
his elbow bent (Illustration 1-2). Then he brings it 
down to his side. 

“What did you notice? Any difference?” 

“Well, my right arm didn’t go very far. I knew that 
would happen. But look at my right shoulder!” 

“Yes?” 

“My right shoulder is really pressing down. Pm 
kind of lopsided, now that I look at myself. The whole 
right side of my torso looks kind of compressed. I look 
like I’m leaning to the right!” 

“From observing yourself doing these movements, 
would you say that you have a tendency to pull your 
right shoulder up?” 

“No,” he says, disbelief rising in his voice.“‘I don’t lift 
my right shoulder at all. I press it down!” 
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A Malfunctioning 
Locomotor system 


Alt truths are easy to understand once they are discovered; 
the point is ta discover them. 
—GALILEO GALILE! 


A SHORT, SLENDER woman in her early forties, Erin is an 
elementary school teacher. She has come to me complaining of 
lower back pain, occasional numbness in her left leg, and tingling 
in her left foot. She has been diagnosed with spinal stenosis, a nar- 
rowing of the intervertebral canal in the lower spine, caused by 
a buildup of calcium deposits pressing on her spinal cord. 

Sitting in the chair in my teaching room, Erin describes how 
this problem is curtailing her activities, especially her ability to 
play tennis, which, she says with some emotion, is at the heart of 
her life. Erin looks despondent as she tells me how difficult it is 
to give this up as her physician has recommended. He has told 
her that surgery is the only solution but be does not advise it until 
her symptorns are more severe. 

I begin by explaining to Erin that since the Alexander Technique 
is an educational approach, not a therapeutic one, it is not my role to 
give her a diagnosis, offer specific treatments, or promise to cure her 
condition. What I can do is teach her to improve the way that she 
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uses her body in everything she does. In the process she will learn to 
move with less tension in her muscles, reducing the compression on her 
spine. In turn this may gradually lessen her symptoms. 

“Alexander teachers are in part movement specialists,” I explain, 
keeping the discussion simple. “We teach you about how your 
body is designed to be used, how you are misusing it, and how you 
can consciously learn to restore it to better functioning. Your body 
is a composite of many different systems: respiratory, digestive, 
reproductive, and so on. Among these is what is commonly called 
your musculoskeletal system, but I prefer to call it your lacomo- 
tor system. This is a better term, since it describes what it does. 
It’s the system that gives you the ability to move, to do things, and 
to get from place to place. We all learn to use this system, but how 
we do it is largely unconscious. 

“When we move with too much muscle tension, compressing ver- 
tebrae and joints and pulling ourselves out of balance, this system can’t 
function well. Its like driving the car with the emergency brake on. 
Tension and imbalance put stress and strain on your muscles, joints, 
bones, and nerves. Et restricts your breathing, interferes with circula- 
tion, and more. Over time this can lead to all sorts of problems. 

“Through the Alexander Technique you can learn to use your 
locomotor system more efficiently and skillfully. In the process 
many people experience significant improvement in a wide array 
of symptoms, including those such as yours.” 

“What about exercise?” Erin asks. 

“Exercise doesn’t teach you to change the way that you move. 
Since how you move is unconscious, you will simply reinforce this 
way of moving as you exercise. Further, exercises that are designed 
to strengthen specific muscles may do more harm than good. Since 
many problems are caused from too much tension, exercises that are 
designed to increase muscle strength can make the problem worse. 
Often we need to do less work in our muscles, not more. In addi- 
tion, exercising a few specific muscles is not the same thing as 
learning to coordinate your whole body efficiently in everything 
you do: walking and climbing stairs, brushing your hair, driving the 
car, or mowing the lawn.” 

Erin is sitting in front of me. As we talk I observe her closely. She 
does not look comfortable. There is barely any movement in her ribs 
as she breathes. Her thighs are pressed together and her heels are 
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pulled up off the floor. Her shoulders are hunched inward. Her fin- 
gers rest oddly in her lap, stiffly curled. She is a picture of tension 
(Illustration 2-1). 

“Now, to begin, Erin, would you stand up from the chair and 
then sit back down again? Let me watch how you move.” 

As Erin starts to stand, the tension I already noticed becomes 
more pronounced, Her knees pull more inward, her fingers clench. 
She tips her pelvis forward, increasing the curve in her lower back. 
Her neck flattens and she tenses her jaw. As she straightens her legs 
she also clutches her back muscles, compressing her spine. She stands 
with obvious pain (Illustration 2-2). 


2-1. Erin sitting with neck stiff and flattened, 2-2. Erin s stare to stand, tipping the welds forward 


jaw pulled back, shoulders squeezed together with excessive tightening in muscles at the front of the 
and raised, and pelvis tilted forward with the hips as the back muscles tighten and pull the chest 
lower back arched, knees squeezed together. backward, unduly flattening the upper spine. The knees 


are squeezed together and the arms are bent at the 
elbows with fingers curled. 
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Next Erin begins to sit down. First her pelvis tips forward. This 
pulls her body forward onto the balls of her feet. Then she tenses 
even more in her legs to prevent herself from falling. This means that 
she is tightening just the muscles that must lengthen in order to 
allow her joints to bend, Erin is literally preventing herself from sit- 
ting with too much muscle tension, then tensing her muscles even 
more to overcome this self-imposed resistance. Then suddenly she 
relaxes everything and falls into the chair. She positions her body as 
before, tilts her head, and shrugs her shoulders as if to say,“I’m doing 
my best. What more can I do?” 


AT FIRST GLANCE John’s and Erin’s complaints seem unrelated. 
Not surprisingly, they have received different diagnoses and treat- 
ments. What could pain and stiffness in the shoulder have in com- 
mon with numbness in the leg and back pain? But if we focus on 
their symptoms and assume that their problems begin and end in 
the part of the body that hurts, we will fail to see that they have a 
lot in common. Erin and John are seriously misusing their loco- 
motor systems. The only true solution for eradicating their symp- 
toms is to restore this system to normal functioning: Erin and John 
must learn to prevent the movement habits that are seriously pulling 
their bodies out of kilter, and learn to move their bodies more con- 
sciously with efficiency and skill. 

To better understand what this means, in the next two chapters 
we will take a closer look at bipedalism, the human locomotor 
strategy of carrying the torso vertically on top of rwo straightened 
and weight-bearing hind limbs. We will consider how humans 
evolved to be upright and how every human child learns to stand. 
We will explore the unique demands of our locomotor strategy, and 
learn to better appreciate its advantages while more fully under- 
standing its perils. In short, we will discover why we are beautifully 
designed for standing upright and moving with balance and coor- 
dination but too often fail to achieve it. 
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How Did We 
Get This Way? 


From Fish to Horse to Biped 


You cannot teach a crab to walk straight, 
—ARISTOPHANES 


LL ANIMALS POSSESS their own means of 
ansportation-——a personal horse and buggy. The single- 
celled paramecium moves across its aqueous environment with 
a flick of its cilia-tail. Other animals have devised more complex 
locomotor strategies. They have acquired muscles, bones, joints, 
neurons, and specialized areas of the brain to enable them to 
move individual parts as well as the whole of themselves and so : 
to travel from place to place. : 
The earliest vertebrates lived in a watery world. They acquired; 
a skull to protect their increasingly important brain, and articulating 
vertebrae to protect the spinal cord while also permitting range of 
motion. They gained muscles that spanned the length of this ver- 
tebral column and nerves to innervate them, generating rhythmi- 
cally alternating contractions to bend the body laterally, first on one 
side and then the other. This sideward bending was not random 
but precisely coordinated. It functioned to orient and propel the ani- 
mal in the direction of its head—-site of eyes, nose, mouth, teeth, and 
increasingly complex brain. In this first or primary vertebrate loco- 
motor system, the animal’s body followed its head’s direction. 
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The first amphibians and later the reptiles moved out of the water 
by turning gills into lungs and fins into emerging limbs. Other loco- 
motor strategies were derived as offshoots of this. Birds turned scales 
into feathers and forelimbs into wings to leave the ground altogether. 

Eventually this limbed creature made further changes, becoming 
a manunal and a true quadruped, with four appendages made of 
long, strong bones. These supported the animal’s trunk upward 
from below, carrying the body up off the ground. Additional, larger 
muscles were required to move these limbs, support the body’s 
weight, and stabilize the trunk as it moved. Rather than entirely 
revamping the primary locomotor system, nature layered new mus- 
cles on top of those that came before, configuring them in a sort of 
double helix arrangement that wrapped around the trunk and spi- 
taled downward onto the limbs.! 

The quadruped’s chief means of propulsion was no longer a lat- 
erally bending spine leveraging itself against the water's resistance, but 
four limbs moving in coordinated synchrony, feet pushing against the 
ground to propel the animal forward—not through water but air. The 
quadruped’s chief direction of movement was still toward its head, but now a 
second orienting direction became important: toward the earth and gravity’s 
pull. With every weight-bearing step, the musculature of each limb 
coordinated its movement coward the ground. It was this leveraging, 
pushing action against the earth that provided the animal its means 
of propulsion. The many mechanisms and structures that evolved to 
make this quadrupedal locomotor strategy possible constitute what 
[ term a secondary locomotor system. 

Some quadrupeds moved up into the trees to become brachi- 
ators. Now the muscles in the upper body and forelimbs became 
more powerful, enabling the animal to suspend its body from over- 
head branches and travel by swinging from one to the next. The 
forelimbs became adapted to this new environment with articulat- 
ing hands and fingers for grasping, and forearms that rotated. 

Some scientists theorize it was these brachiators who occasion- 
ally fell out of the trees and then remained increasingly on the 
ground, acquiring greater strength in the muscles of the hind limbs 
to become semibrachiators. These animals retained the brachia- 
tor’s adaptations in the forelimbs, but used their stronger hind limbs 
to support their body, while the knuckles of the hands were used 
to bear weight as the animal traveled. 


Next some of these semibrachiators acquired another locomo- 
tor strategy. Their torso pivoted backward from the hip joints, 
positioning the head and spine vertically on top of two increasingly 
straight hind legs, the arms no longer weight-bearing but swing- 
ing freely in counterbalance with the hind limbs, the hands already 
adapted for carrying and holding. Now a third direction of orientation 
became important—up—the direction opposite to gravity. These fully 
upright bipeds left the forest behind and strode out across the 
savannah. Bipedalism, a uniquely human means of locomotion was 
born (Illustration 3-1). 

This human locomotor strategy, which embodies many of the 
central features of the fish and the quadruped, also depends on a dis- 
tinctly new capacity. Standing on two feet is a delicately adjusting 
and readjusting balancing act. When we walk, this balancing func- 
tion becomes even more critical as we step onto each successive for- 
ward limb, head and torso poised over the front leg as the foot behind 
pushes against the ground to propel us forward. We no longer 
actively move in the direction of our head (as the fish and quadruped 
do), but toward the front of our body. It might even be said that our 
gait is that of a monoped as, continuing to balance, we transfer our 
entire body from single limb to single limb. And as we run, for brief 
moments we become limbless again, propelling ourselves into space 
and leaving the earth (for brief moments) altogether. 

Thus we can trace the course of vertebrate evolution through 
these successive locomotor strategies, from the fish swimming in sus- 
pension with its sinewy spine following its head’s lead; to the 
quadrupedal creature still propelling its body toward its head like the 


3-1. Evolution of vertebrate locomotor systems: fish, amphibian, reptile, 
quadruped, brachiator, semibrachiator, and biped. 
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fish but now extending its weight-bearing, bendable limbs toward 
the earth to carry its trunk off the ground; to the bipedal human bal- 
ancing its head and trunk vertically on top of extending legs, the 
arms and hands adapted to shape its environment to its intent. 

We see a similar progression repeated within each of us as we 
grow. Every human begins life in the womb as a fishlike embryo. 
The newborn infant lies on its belly, horizontal to the ground, 
beginning its journey toward bipedalism by lifting its head off the 
ground to see the world and developing the strength of its back 
muscles. (You will try this movement in the self-experiments in sec- 
tion G.) After several months the baby begins extending its arms 
to push its upper torso off the ground. Eventually it gains sufficient 
strength to push its trunk to a vertical position, plant its bottom on 
the floor, and balance its torso upright while sitting. At about 
seven months the baby progresses from sitting to crawling on its 
hands and knees—a brief stint as a quadruped—before becoming 
the beaming-faced toddler that, imitating its elders, maintains its 
vertically balancing head and trunk while straightening its legs and 
then, teetering precariously at first, takes its first steps (Illustration 
3-2). Each human’s upright stance is achieved, not over the span of 
millennia, but over a nine-month gestation plus a year beyond birth. 

Let us look a little more closely at how you stand. 

When your torso is upright the deepest muscles of your back that 
are located close to your vertebrae—the muscles of your primary 
locomotor system—support your head and spinal column with 
ease. These deep muscles are involuntary.You cannot contract them 
consciously or feel them working, but a six-month-old coordinates 
their action sufficiently to balance its torso vertically while sup- 


3-2. Progression of 
human infant locomotor 
development: lying belly 
down with head and 
upper body lifted; sitting 
with torso balanced 
vertically and head poised 
on top of spine; crawling; 
standing; walking. 
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porting its heavy head. (Babies fall over easily at this stage, because 
if the head moves too far away from its axis of support there is not 
yet sufficient strength in the larger, more superficial muscles of the 
trunk to counter its weight.) 

Your head is poised on top of your spine but—and this is 
important—its center of gravity is slightly in front of the spine, 
not directly above it. In addition, the head’s center of gravity is in 
front of the center of gravity of the torso. This arrangement puts a 
slight stretch on the muscles at the back of the neck and spine, 
increasing their tonus (a normal muscle’s state of partial contraction) 
to help support the head’s weight. In addition, the muscles of the back 
are inherently stronger than the muscles in the front of the body. (A 
baby lying on its stomach can lift its head with the muscles at the back 
of the head and neck not long after birth, but a child is closer to five 
years old before it can lie on its back and lift its head with the mus- 
cles in the front of the neck.) This arrangement also means that the 
full weight of the head is not pressing directly downward onto the 
spine. This helps to prevent both undue compression of disks and 
harmful distortion of normal spinal curvatures. 

The strong, supple spinal column is not straight but gently 
curved, giving it greater tensile strength to help support your head 
from below. Your twelve pairs of ribs are jointed to the twelve chest 
or thoracic vertebrae. Breathing is coordinated by the contraction 
of the diaphragm, and also by the action of the intercostal muscles, 
located between the ribs, which pull them apart and then together 
in rhythmic expansion and contraction. As your ribs move, the deep 
muscles of the back continue to maintain the vertical integrity of 
your spinal column. 

In conjunction with the deep muscles of the spine, the 
quadrupedal double~spiral arrangement in the outer muscles of 
the trunk and limbs work to both stabilize the limbs as they are 
weight-bearing and move them in smooth synchrony for walking, 
running, jumping, and climbing. Distinct from the deep back mus- 
cles, these superficial muscles are voluntary—their action is more 
readily felt and is linked to higher cortical areas of the brain, allow~ 
ing you greater conscious control of their action. 

A central feature differentiating our locomotor strategy from that 
of the quadruped and even the semibrachiator is the position of the 
head on che spine. Another is che different position of the head and 
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3-3. Human figure, 
profile view: schema 
showing approximate 
placement of centers of 
gravity of head, trunk, 
and legs. 
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torso relative to the ground. These changes have required further 
adaptations. Although we appear to stand vertically—our head on 
top of a vertical spine on top of two straight legs—as we have seen, 
the head’s center of gravity and the centers of gravicy of the corso 
and the legs are not positioned directly over one another but are 
slightly skewed. This creates an inherently unstable relationship 
between our many jointed parts: Our mobile head rests on top of 
a mobile and jointed vertebral column.The moveable trunk rests on 
top of bendable legs. The centers of gravity of the legs are not 
directly beneath the torso’ center of gravity but slightly in front of 
it. Further, our spinal column is not positioned in the center of our 
torso (as we might expect of a creature whose trunk is aligned in 
the same vertical direction as it legs) but in the back of our torso, 
behind our central axis. 

Your upright stance, then, is not achieved through a system of 
static alignment. Your bones are not straight. Your chief centers of 
weight are not lined up, one on top of the other, like a stack of care- 
fully placed building blocks. Your head's center of gravity is forward 
and up from your spine, your trunk’s center of gravity is back and 
down relative to your head. Your legs are not bent as you stand but 
straight, yet their center of gravity is slightly in front of the torso. 
Finally, your heels extend back from your ankles, away from the legs, 
back and down into the ground (IJustration 3-3). 

As a result of these slightly skewed centers of gravity, it is the deep 
muscles of your back that are chiefly responsible for maintaining the 
upright poise of your head and trunk. And it is the muscles at the back 
of your hips, the front of your knees, and the back of your ankles and 
bottoms of your feet that do the small amount of work necessary to 
keep your legs straight as you stand. (Thus, standing on two feet 
requires the use of the extensor muscles, not the flexor muscles.) 

Ours is a system not of static balance but of dynamic counterbalance. 
Our slightly opposing centers of weight (head, torso, legs, and 
heels) exert a steady stimulus of gentle, oppositional stretch on our 
muscles, slightly increasing their tonus. This means that our body 
maintains its uprightness not through a system of tight, shortened, 
bulky musculature that grips mightily to hold us in place, but rather 
through a system of supple and lengthening musculature that sup- 
ports us in our vertical stance with a minimum of effort while allow- 
ing mobility. Ours is an exquisite design that maintains our balance 
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as we walk upright with little effort and little compres- 
sion on our joints. As bipeds we are designed to move 
with balance, coordination, and near effortlessness. 

Frequently cited advantages of our uprightness 
include our muscular endurance that enables us to travel 
long distances; the elevation of our eyes to see out across 
the horizon; the freedom of our hands to hold and 
manipulate objects; and the reduction in total body sur- 
face that is directly exposed to the sun. What is often 
overlooked is that this dynamically counterbalancing 
system is remarkably efficient. It requires significantly less 
muscular work to stand via our system of dynamic coun- 
terbalance than, for example, the work that is required of 
a semibrachiator. Bipedalism was a distinct advantage for 
our early forbears. Since it requires less muscle strength, 
it requires less muscle mass.? Less muscle mass means 
lowered dietary needs. Times of limited food supply 
would be less critical. And any surplus calories could be 
used to feed other bodily structures, such as an increas- 
ingly large and nutrient-hungry brain. 

Contrary to what many people believe, we are exquis- 
itely adapted for our uprightness. Many structural and 
neurological changes took place to progress from the 
semibrachiator to the upright stance. The spinal curva- 
tures in the neck and lower back increased; there were 
changes in the shape of pelvic and leg bones; our ribcage 
became wider and shallower, shifting the center of gravity 
of the torso backward; the site of attachment of the skull 
on the spine moved forward. The vestibular appara- 
tus in the inner ear became increasingly important for 
spatial orientation and balance. (More on this in part 4.) 
Sensory receptors throughout the body increased to give 
the brain vital information about the body’s position and 
movements in space, helping it to monitor and maintain the 
body’s delicately counterbalancing uprightness. We could 
characterize these and many more such changes as con- 
stituting a third vertebrate locomotor system. 

Thus, like a layer cake, we are many-tiered. Our 
locomotor system has been built upon the systems that 
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3-4. Walking skeleton with good 
alignment: the neck is slightly curved 
and lengthening upward; the head is 
poised forward and up on top of the 
spine; the shoulder blades are 
spreading wide across the back; the 
spine is gently curved; the head is 
aligned over the pelvis; the body's 
weight is correctly distributed over 
the feet. 
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have come before. We are each an elegant blend of fish, horse, and 
upwardly lengthening, efficiently counterbalancing biped (see 
Mlustration 3-4). 

But if we are so well adapted for standing upright, why are we 
so often in pain, out of balance and hunched over, stressed out, and 
unable to relax? Why do we suffer so much wear and tear? Why do 
so many of us complain that moving our body and standing upright 
is difficult, uncomfortable, fatiguing? What causes the many mus- 
culoskeletal complaints that have reached near-epidemic proportions 
in modern humans? As we will see in the next chapter, while 
bipedalism has its advantages, it presents some distinct challenges. 
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standing on 


Two Legs 
The Bipeds Challenge 


We first make our habits, and then they make us. 
—JOHN DRYDEN 


Te PICTURE I have painted thus far of how we stand is 
incomplete. Bipedalism requires another highly specialized 
system: our capacity to learn. We do not walk because it is an 
instinct, hardwired within us, operating infallibly with clockwork 
precision. We walk because we learn to do it.’ 

This learning demands not only a larger brain but also a more 
flexible and adaptable brain, a brain that can receive and integrate 
vast amounts of sensory input and make rapid, subtle adjustments 
and readjystments that enable us to maintain our upright poise 
as we move, Ours is a brain that can feel, assess, judge, and syn- 
thesize what is happening in each part, as well as be aware of the 
whole, override a misstep, remember how we performed a pre- 
vious action, plan our next move, decide where we will go, and 
continually learn new skills. Living upright is for us quite liter- 
ally a balancing act, one that must be learned and sustained as we 
perform our activities. To be more precise, we should call this our 
psycholocomotor system. 

In contrast to humans, squirrels running across the branch 
outside my window all look and move the same. It is hard to 
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distinguish them one from the other by their gait. They do not learn 
to use their locomotor system as we do; it is more hardwired. And 
since they do not learn to use it, they also do not learn to misuse it. 

Although our uprightness is learned, this is largely a subconscious 
process. Through unconscious imitation and trial and error, we 
learn to perform virtually every movement we make—standing, 
walking, running, speaking, writing, peeling carrots, even reading, 
This learning means that, while we are all bipeds, in practical terms 
we each invent our own unique variation, creating a one-of-a-kind 
locomotor strategy. Watch people walking down the street. Do 
they move the same? Have you noticed that you can distinguish a 
friend walking in front of you by a characteristic hunch in the shoul- 
ders or a familiar sway of the hips? Consider how unique cach per- 
son’s handwriting is. 

Not only is our uprightness learned, it must be sustained. It isn’t 
a fixed position or posture that we can achieve, lock ourselves into, 
and then ignore as we turn our mind to other matters. Our upright- 
ness must be continually renewed and restored as we travel through 
space, as we move just a part of our body, and even as we are 
upright but unmoving. This counterbalancing system 1s fragile, 
affected merely by the movement of our ribs as we breathe. 

We might readily ask why anyone would think of putting a 
heavy, ten- to twelve-pound head on top of a long, thin spinal col- 
unm and chen move about by shifting this top-heavy column from 
single foot to single foot? With the slightest misstep our finely 
tuned counterbalance is thrown askew. We risk tumbling to the 
ground and causing injury or must grip our muscles in sudden con- 
traction to prevent a fall. Every clutch of our musculature to pre- 
vent such catastrophe applies a sudden compression force on our 
structure. Yet we have little awareness of the strain and tension 
growing within us, moment by moment, year after year. After 
decades of contraction and downward pressure, the majority of us 
suffer from a wide array of musculoskeletal pains and complaints. 

Perhaps now we can frame a better picture in our mind of our 
very human contradictions. The primary locomotor system within 
us——the fish—should be supporting our supple spine, sustaining our 
trunk in its lengthening, toward-the-head orientation, but instead 
we collapse downward, compressing this structure. Our secondary 
locomotor system—the quadruped—should be rhythmically coor- 


AER ataim aine ni ote ndanim anhalt Mnman minan me e ee ae ae eaae d eA A at a saat 


www.engbookpdf.com 


dinating our limbs away from our trunk and ori- 
enting them toward the ground, but instead we 
hold them retracted stiffly inward against our 
body. Our third locomotor system—the exquis- 
itely counterbalancing biped—should continually 
adjust and readjust itself in counterbalance to 
maintain the body’s uprightness, but instead we 
grip too hard, clutching our muscles to keep 
from falling, overriding this balancing system 
(Illustration 4-1). 

To see this in action, let us return to John and 
Erin. With a more knowledgeable eye, we have 
good reason for alarm, not only because of their 
specific complaints but also because of the stark 
evidence of decline in the use and functioning of 
their psycholocomotor systems. John’s walk 
resembles the shuffling of stiffened tree limbs. His 
arms are pulled in and forward, causing down- 
ward pressure on his torso. His legs barely move. 
His spine is seriously collapsed, causing severe 
strain on muscles, disks, joints, and nerves, and 
impeding his respiratory functioning. He does 
not perceive this, however, and does not under- 
stand that he is literally wearing out his body 
from unconscious misuse. Instead, John believes 
all is well—except for that annoying right 
shoulder (see Illustration 4-2). 

At first glance Erin’s torso appears to be more 
upright, but on closer examination we see its stiff- 
ness. Like John’s, Erin’s arms are taut and pulled 
into her torso, but unlike his, they are also pulled 
back, slightly behind her body. Erin barely 
breathes. The tension in her leg muscles and 
abdomen is extreme. Due to this tension, sitting 
down and standing up require tremendous effort, 
putting excess pressure on her vertebrae, disks, and 
nerves. Immobilizing tension is spread throughout 
her body, from her stiffened neck to the tips of her 
fingers and brief smile. Erin’s chief complaint is that 
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4-1. Walking skeleton with poor alignment: 
the neck is jutting forward, increasing the 
neck’s curvature; the head is pulled back and 
down on the spine; the chest is collapsed 
forward and down; the shoulder blades are 
pulled forward; the pelvis is tipped back, 
flattening the normal curvature in the lumbar 
spine; the body's weight is distributed over 
the insides of the feet. 
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4-2. John walking with neck collapsed 
forward, head pulled back, and right shoulder 
and arm pulled down. 


she wants to be able to play tennis again, but she 
does not realize that it is how she plays tennis that 
is preventing her from playing (Illustration 4-3). 

John and Erin are not the exceptions to the rule 
but the standard. Observe those around you and 
listen to their complaints: back pain, shoulder 
pain, knee pain, carpal tunnel syndrome, tennis 
elbow, jaw pain, foot pain, hip pain, muscle stiff- 
ness, tendinitis, arthritis, ruptured disks, shortened 
muscles that restrict mobility, mind wandering, 
emotional overreaction, difficulty performing sim- 
ple tasks such as bending down to lift the laundry 
basket or getting up from the sofa. Such problems 
are epidemic. Despite its advantages, our bipedal- 
ism comes at a heavy price. 

Why is it so difficult? The greatest challenge 
of uprightness is that it is in large measure a 
neurological/mental act, not just a simple 
muscular/physical one. As such, uprightness must 
be learned and learned well, and skillfully 
maintained—even as we turn our attention to 
other tasks. Each of us accomplishes this skill with 
more or less success. Just as some play the piano 
better than others, some achieve greater skill in the 
use of our locomotor system. Subconscious pat- 
terns of tension that seriously interfere with our 
locomotor functioning can be acquired at any 
time throughout our lives. Injury, illness, fear, 
emotional stress, long hours of repetitive activity, 
and cultural norms and pressures all play their 
part in teaching us (largely below conscious 
awareness) an array of harmful patterns of tension 
and ways of moving that disturb our upright bal- 
ance and impede our overall coordination. 

What is more, we do not possess a built-in 
gauge for accurately judging our tension and mal- 


coordination. A bell does not ring in our heads when we pull our- 


selves out of balance. Dimly aware of the state of disequilibrium within 


us, we make vague efforts to right our ills by treating symptoms, or 
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exercising to increase our muscle strength. 
But medication cannot change the harmful 
habits that accompany our actions. Lifting 
weights at the gym does not teach us to skill- 
fully maintain our upright poise. Running a 
marathon does not prevent us from sitting in 
a heap all day at our desks. Medications can- 
not undo the wear and tear of decades of 
excess pressure on cartilage and joints. Psy- 
chotherapy will not fix our anxious gestures 
and hunching shoulders. Expensive, ortho- 
pedically designed desk chairs do not teach us 
to sit in balance. An expensive week at the spa 
filled with massages, a low-fat diet, and a 
tailor-made exercise regimen does not teach 
us to use our locomotor system skillfully. 

We pride ourselves on the vast potential 
of our conscious mind, yet due to our 
unconsciously learned habits most of us 
have far less choice than we believe. We can 
decide to go for a walk, but cannot decide 
to walk without our misuse. We can decide 
to do an exercise, but cannot perceive that 
we are doing it incorrectly. We do not know 
what is right, and we do not know how to 
change. We have left the attainment of our 
locomotor skill to chance and circumstance. 
Failing to master our uprightness, bipeds 
are possibly evolution’s sorriest example— 
creatures that unwittingly create their own 
self-imposed ills and then must bear the 
brunt of their oversight. 

Ironically, it is also the demands of balance 


4-3. Erin walking with neck flattened back, jaw 
pulled back, head forward and down, shoulders 
pulled back and lifted, elbows bent and fingers 
curled, lower back too arched and the upper back 
unduly flattened. 


and uprightness that over the millennia have played a large part in 
developing our brain’s plasticity, our enormous capacity to change and 
learn. Ours is the brain that learns to play a Paganini violin concerto, 
to climb a mountain, to build a skyscraper. Ours is the brain that pro- 
duces the jumps of Michael Jordan and the leaps of Baryshnikov. We 
are exceptionally adaptable: we can learn, unlearn, and relearn 
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throughout our lifetime. It is our blend of unconscious, reflexive 
locomotor systems {the fish and the quadruped) combined with our 
vast capacity for learning (the biped) that enables us to climb ever 
higher in accomplishment and achievement. As far as we know, only 
bipeds possess this new order of mind, a mind capable of self- 
awareness, self-direction, and self-learning—that is to say, a mind that 
is highly self-iutelligent. 

But we must not proclaim our talents too quickly. How many of 
us become Michacl Jordan? Yo-Yo Ma? Renée Fleming? Tiger 
Woods? Their successes are the exception, not the norm. We take 
collective pride in the remarkable achievements of members of our 
species, but few of us attain a high level of skill in the use of our 
organism. Why does an animal made for self-mastery so seldom 
achieve it? Why do so few of us fulfill the biped’s promise? 

It is tempting to put the blame on the rigors of daily existence: 
sitting in chairs, staring at computer screens, long years in school, 
But it is not in the stress and demands of civilized life that we find 
the chief cause of our dilemma. The clue to the puzzle lies in par- 
adox. As bipeds we are caught in evolution’s march. We straddle a 
divide. We stand between earlier, unconscious mechanisms of con- 
trol that precisely govern movement and behavior but permit little 
learning, and our evolving capacity for self-awareness and con- 
sciousness that give us vast potential to learn but do not govern how 
we learn. 

In sum, the chief source of our difficulty lies in our biology. We 
learn, but we learn imperfectly and incorrectly. What is more, a crea- 
ture that makes mistakes needs to be able to self-correct. But self- 
correction depends on accurate self-judgment, and we seldom 
perceive ourselves accurately. Our brain is easily tricked and misled. 
We fail to accurately perceive or fully understand our misuse and 
our misperceptions. This is perhaps our greatest shortcoming. 

[n part 2, we will learn that the source of this problem lies in what 
I call our sixth sense—our brain’s sensory system for perceiving and 
judging what is happening within us. But first we will pause for a 
series of self-experiments. First you will learn how to rest your back 
muscles effectively in order to recover from the demands of upright- 
ness. Next you will begin to explore your unconscious use of your 
locomotor system, and the way that you perceive yourself. 
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A and B 


The more experiments you make the better. 
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON 


A) RESTYOUR BACK... __.. 


Take rest; a field that has rested 
gives a bountiful crop. 
—OoviD 


As YOU STAND and sit, the small, deep muscles of your back 
are designed to support your head and torso upright with ease. 
In contrast, the large, superficial muscles of your back are intended 
to help you perform larger movements, and tasks requiring greater 
strength. In short, performed skillfully, standing and sitting require 
little effort. But while these muscles can support your head and 
torso with ease, they cannot do this for hours and hours. Your 
muscles fatigue, and when this happens you find yourself sitting 
in a slump against the back of your chair, leaning on your elbow 
at your desk, or collapsing downward into your pelvis as you 
stand. Or you may unconsciously use the superficial back mus- 
cles instead to help you remain upright. But these muscles are not 
made for the sustained work of uprightness. Eventually, this 
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A-1-1. Semisupine: lying 
on the back ona firm 
surface, elbows bent with 


hands on ribs, knees bent, 


feet placed on the floor a 
comfortable distance 
apart. Books are placed 
under the head to support 
the head and allaw the 
neck to lengthen without 
exaggerating or flattening 
its normal curvature. 


muscular imbalance becomes habitual: the deep muscles become 
weaker from collapse and nonuse, and the superficial muscles become 
increasingly tense. In this state of malcoordination you fcel increas- 
ingly uncomfortable, finding it harder to sit or stand for long peri- 
ods. You may also suffer more and more from pain and backache. 

In order to restore a skilled coordination to your musculature 
(using the muscles that are meant for the job and not using che mus- 
cles chat aren’t}, you must begin by resting your muscles frequently 
and effectively. Chronic overwork and imbalance is a condition not 
just of our lives, but also of our musculature. Frequent periods of rest 
can help alleviate the problem. This is best done by lying down often 
for short periods, in positions in which your spine is fully supported 
and well aligned. 

The rest positions that best meet these criteria are semisupine 
(ying on your back with your knees bent) and prone (lying on your 
front). These are also good positions for recovering from musculos- 
keletal injuries, especially of the back, neck, shoulders, and legs. They 
help let muscles release their grip, reduce compression on joints and 
spinal disks, improve circulation and breathing, and allow the ver- 
tebrae to become gently realigned without force or tension. You may 
also find that these are good sleeping positions (especially lying in 
semisupine with pillows under your legs), and can help transform 
a night's sleep into a healthful rest. 


SemiSupine 


1. Lie down on your back on a padded and firm surface (Illustration 
A-1-1}. 
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Lying on a rug on the floor is best. A bed is all right but a 
firm surface is better, because it gives your spine more support. 


Place several books under your head. 
The books allow your head to be supported as your neck 
muscles lengthen. If you lie on your back without anything 


under your head, your neck will either arch too much, caus- 
ing your head to tilt backward (Illustration A-1-2) or, if you 
are especially flexible, your neck will flatten too much and 
lose its normal curvature (Illustration A-1-3). In either 
case, you are causing compression of the vertebrae and 
disks in your neck. 


How many books should you use? Experiment. If there are 
too many, you will feel your chin pressing uncomfortably 
against your throat (see Illustration A-1-4). If there are not 
enough books, you will experience either of the problems 
described above. Most adults need about two or three inches 
under the head. If you have a pronounced curvature in your 
neck or chest, you may need several inches more. If you feel 
an uncomfortable pressure on the back of your head, fold a 


- SELF-EXPERIMENTS A AND B 


A-1-2. Semisupine, lying 
on the back with no books 
under the head: Since the 
student's neck muscles 
are tight, the neck curves 
excessively as the head is 
pulled back and down on 
the neck. 


A-1-3. Semisupine, lying 
on the back with no books 
under the head: Since the 
student's neck muscles 
and ligaments are loose, 
the neck’s curvature is 
eliminated as the jaw 
presses backward into 
the throat, and the head is 
rotated forward and down 
on the neck. 
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4-1-4. Semisupine: lying 
on the back with too many 
books under the head. 
This causes the mid- and 
upper-neck curvature to 
flatten, while the lower 
neck curves too far 
forward. It also tends to 
make the jaw press back, 
and the head rotate 
forward and down. 


washcloth and place it on top of the books. Do not use a 
neck pillow. The idea is to support your head, while letting 
your neck fall shghtly back with gravity as it lengthens. 


3. Bend your knees, hips, and ankles, and place your feet on the 
floor. Position your feet a comfortable distance apart, and a com- 
fortable distance from yaur pelvis. 

If your knees have a tendency to fall in or out instead of 
balancing over your feet, try resting your lower legs on the seat 
of a chair, or resting your legs on pillows. Use sufficient pil- 
lows to support the length of your legs (thighs and calves) so 
your heels are raised slightly off the floor (Mlustration A-1-5), 


4-1-5. Semisupine: books 
under the head at optimal 
height, legs supported by 
pillows with the hips and 
knees slightly bent. 


4. Bend your arms at your elbows, and rest your hands on your 
abdomen. Alternatively, you may rest your arms on the floor next 
to your sides, palms down. 

By resting on your back in this position, supported by a 
firm surface with your head lifted slightly by the books, 
gravity will gradually exert its gentle pull on your muscles 
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and bones. Muscles will slowly release their grip, and ver- 
tebrae will subtly shift and become better aligned. 

Do not press your lower back against the floor. 

Do not hold in your stomach. 

Do not fidget in your body. 

Lie still, and simply take time to allow your body to rest. 


> DISCUSSION 

How often should you lie in semisupine and for how long? 
There is no single answer for everyone, but doing it more often is 
better. If you can lie down six times a day for ten minutes at a time, 
this is better than lying down once a day for an hour. Examine your 
daily routine and environment. Buy an exercise pad and take it to 
work. Find a quiet, unoccupied space (or shut your office door occa- 
sionally) and lie down for five or ten minutes. With the help of grav- 
ity and a little patience, your muscles will have a rest as they 
lengthen. You may be surprised to discover that by doing this sev- 
eral times a day for short periods, aches and pains melt away. You may 
also notice that when you return to your activities, even after only 
a few minutes, you are more mentally alert and energized. 


Prone 


1. Use the books that were under your head in semisupine {or you may 
use a small pillow) and place them under your chest bone [the ster- 
num) as you lie down on a padded floor, this time with your face down 
(Illustration A-2-1). 


A-2-1. Prone: lying 
facedown on a firm 
surface. The arms are 
placed along the sides of 
the body with elbows bent 
and palms up. The 
shoulders fall forward 
toward the floor. The backs 
of the legs face the ceiling 
with the feet a comfortable 
distance apart. The head 
rotates forward on the top 
of the neck so that itis 
primarily the forehead 
rather than the face that 
contacts the floor. 
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It is important to use books that are the right size. They 
should not extend downward beyond your chest bone 
into your abdonuinal area. This makes it harder to breathe. 
They also should not extend too far up toward your head, 
pressing against your jaw. (National Geographic is ideal.) 

The purpose of the books is to raise your chest so that 
your neck falls forward from your back, and your head 
rotates slightly forward on the top of your spine (as if you 
were nodding “‘yes”}. This allows your upper forehead to rest 
on the floor rather than your face (Illustration A-2-2).You 
may require more books than you used in semisupine. If the 
books are a good height for you, they wil! prevent your nose 


from bemg uncomfortably compressed into the floor (Ilus- 


tration A-2-3). 


A-2-2. Prone: lying facedown with about three inches of books under the sternum Ithe bone in the 
center of the chest) to raise the chest slightly. This helps to allow the neck to lengthen as it falls 
forward from the upper back, and the head to rotate forward on the neck. 


A-2-3. Prone: lying facedown without any books under the chest. Some people have enough 
flexibility in the neck te da this comfortably. But for most people, lying in prone without anything 
under the chest causes the nose to press uncomfortably into the floor. 


2. Put your arms on the floor next to your sides, palms up, elbows 
bent. Let your shoulders fall forward, toward the floor. 
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Do not worry if you feel round-shouldered-Your shoul- 
ders will return to their normal position when you are 


upright. 


1. Position your legs so that they are straight, and your feet are sev- 
eral inches apart. 
The front surface of your thighs, shins, and tops of your 
feet should contact the floor. Try not to roll your legs out 
or in, 


4. Let your tower jaw fall slightly open, toward the floor. 
The prone position lets the jaw muscles stretch, which 
is good for Jaw pain and tension. 


5. Lie in prone for five or ten minutes. 

Think about allowing your weight to fall into the floor 
with gravity. Think of letting go of tension in your back, 
shoulders, arms, legs, and abdomen. After you become 
more familiar with this, you can increase the length of time 
that you rest in prone. 


» DISCUSSION 

Some people like the prone position immediately, while others 
at first find it uncomfortable and even disconcerting. If you are 
among the latter, try it for just a few minutes each day until it 
becomes more comfortable. The main problem with lying in prone 
for many people is the unusual feeling of pressure on their chest. 
Experiment with the height of the books until you find what is best 
for you. You can put a towel or a small pillow on top of the books 
for cushioning. Do not let this extend down under your abdomen, 
which would restrict your breathing. The feeling of pressure on your 
chest can be uncomfortable at first, but put your mind on letting 
go of your muscles and allowing your body to fall toward the floor. 
The feeling of pressure usually fades quickly. 

Be sure not to hold your breath. If your nose presses uncom- 
fortably into the floor, try using a few more books. If you use too 
many books, you will feel an increase of pressure on your chest. You 
must experiment and strike a balance. 

Many people are afraid to lie in prone because they have been 
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told that this is bad for their lower back. This is true if you are lying 
in prone on a sagging mattress, causing an exaggerated curvature in 
your lower spine. If you are lying on a firm, padded surface, like the 
one you have used to lie in semisupine, you will be fine. 

The prone position has some advantages over semisupine. The 
most important is that in this position your spine is not weight- 
bearing. People with chronic low back pain often find that prone 
gives them more relief from their pain than any other position. It 
is also helpful for releasing tension in the neck and shoulders. 


© MOTION AND MIND... 


Curious things, habits, 
People themselves never know they have therm. 
—AGATHA CHRISTIE 


The purpose of these self-experiments is tọ make observations 
about how you move. You will become a bit of a scientist, observ- 
ing and collecting data about how you do what you do. You will 
probably find that you work some muscles more than necessary, and 
use others that you do not need. These discoveries can be dismay- 
ing, but the first step toward change is becoming aware, so this is 
progress. Once you become familiar with this process of self- 
observation, you can apply it to anything you do. As you experi- 
ment, remember that your goal is not to try to do the movement 
correctly but to observe how you move. 


How You Move 


1. Stand in front of a chair. Sit down and stand up several times. What 
do you notice about how you move? 

Do not worry if at first you do not notice anything, The 
way you move is habitual. You do not usually think about 
it. You may find yourself thinking, Why am I doing this? This 
is your mind’s way of saying that it is not used to this process 
of self-observation. Instead of trying to answer the question, 
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remind yourself that your task is simply to observe your- 
self and gather information. 


2. Sit down and stand up again, this time putting your attention on your 
head and neck. What do you notice? 
Again, you may not notice anything. Or you may find 


yourself thinking, What ant I supposed to notice? This is your 
mind asking to be given the answers before you begin, 
rather than using the process of self-observation to discover 
something new. 


} 3. Place your hand lightly on the back of your neck and base of your 
skull. Sit dawn and stand up several times, using your hand to feel 
and give you information about what is happening in thts area of 

} your body as you move [Illustration B-1-1, B-1-2, B-1-3). 


B-1-1. Standing, with hand B-1-2. Starting to sit, using the B-1-3. Starting to stand up, using 

placed lightly on the back of the contact of the hand onthe back of | the hand on the head and neck to 

neck and head. the head and neck to feel muscle feel muscte activity and the 
activity and the movement of the movement of the head and neck. 


head and neck, 
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Now, you will probably learn more about what you are 
doing as you move. Your hand helps you feel what your 
muscles are doing-They may tense and shorten, pulling on 
the back of your head, moving it back and down onto your 
neck. You may also feel your neck shifting forward, away 
from your hand. This means that the curve in your neck is 
increasing, which increases the compression on the verte- 
brae and disks in your neck. (See also Iustration H-1.) 

Or you may feel yourself doing the opposite movement: 
Some people tense too much in the muscles in the front of 
the neck, tucking their chin back and pulling the head for- 
ward and down on their neck. As a result, the neck becomes 
too straight; the normal curvature flattens. This also com- 
presses the vertebrae and disks. (See also Illustration II-2.} 


4. Continue noticing what happens as you sit and stand by putting 
your hand on other areas of your body: tower back, abdomen, ribs, 
shoulders. 

Do you find that you are using muscles you did not know 
you were using? For example, you do not need to tense your 
abdomunal muscles as you sit or stand. You do not need to 
pull your shoulders up or down, grip your arms, squeeze 
your knees together, or hold your breath. You do not need 
to arch your back. Repeat this activity a number of times, 
discovering how you use your body as you move. 


5, Another way to gather information about how you move is to do what 
Alexander did—watch yourself in a mirror. 

If you have two standing mirrors, place them so that you 
can see your body in profile as you sit and stand. Observe 
your whole body as you move. Or ask a friend to film you 
as you sit and stand. What do you see? 


6. Continue te notice how you move, especially how you move your 
head and neck as you do various activities: as you talk an the phone, 
lift a heavy object, brush your teeth, climb stairs, peel carrots, or 
ride a bicycle, 

Once you are familiar with this process of self- 
observation, there is a lot to discover. 
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Can You Change? 


}. Put your hand on your head and neck again. Sit down and stand up, 
but this time try to do this without tensing your head and neck mus- 
cles in your usual way. 

Were you able to stop tensing as you moved? Do not be 
alarmed if this was difficult. Not only do you not know a 
lot about your way of using your muscles, you have little 
control over this. 

Did you discover that in your effort to stop tensing you 
actually became tenser in other muscles? You are trying to 
prevent your muscles from tensing by tensing more! 

Did you notice emotional responses? Did you find your- 
self feeling annoyed, frustrated, or impatient? Did you feel 
worried or self-critical? These are common reactions to not 
being able to do what we try to do. It is normal to have 
these feelings and to be aware of them, but do not let your 
emotions discourage you from continuing on your new 
path of self-discovery. 


2. Place your hand on other parts of your body as you sit and stand. Try 
to stop tensing any unnecessary muscles. Notice what you do. 
If you are like most people, you will find this surprisingly 
difficult. 


» DISCUSSION 

Most people know they are too tense. But in an effort to prevent 
this, they either tense more in other muscles, or relax all their mus- 
cles all at once, Neither excess muscle tension nor muscle relaxation 
is desirable when you move. Moving with mastery means not using mus- 
cles that are not needed, while using the muscles that are—but only as much 
as necessary. At every moment as you move, muscles should enter into 
and out of activity like the many musicians in an orchestra. This sub- 
tle, rapid adjustment and readjustment is highly complex, We all 
learn to move, but few of us learn to coordinate our muscles effi- 
ciently as we move. 
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Noticing Your Habit 


2. 


4. 
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Lie in semisupine with your left leg bent and your right leg straight 
on the floor. (See INustration 12-1.) 


Bend your right leg, bringing it next to your left leg and placing your 
foot on the floor. (Now you are in the semisupine position.} As you 
do this movement, notice which muscles work. Straighten your leg 
again and repeat the movement several times, collecting data about 
the muscles that you use as you bend your leg. 

If you are not sure what you are doing, place your hands 
on the front of your pelvis to feel if it is rotating or tilting. 
Notice the feeling of your back on the floor, and whether 
your back shifts as you move your leg. Notice the contact of 
your other foot on the floor. Notice your shoulders. Does 
one shoulder press more downward, the other lift? Does your 
jaw tense? Does your neck tighten? What else do you notice? 


Repeat the same movement with the other leg, noticing how you move, 
Is there a difference between this leg and your other one? 
Do you feel muscles working in your body other than in 

the leg that is moving? Since you are lying down, you only 
need to do a httle work in the front of your hip and at the 
back of your knee to bend your leg. If you feel other mus- 
cles working, you are tensing muscles that you do not necd. 


Try to bend your leg without tensing the muscles that you do not 
need, a5 you did in the first experiment in this section when you tried 
te sit down and stand up without unnecessary muscular effort. 

{Note: Throughout the remaining series of leg experiments, 
bend whichever leg yous choose. } 

It is likely that you find it difficult not to tense the mus- 
cles you do not need. You may have the thought that it is 
impossible to move your leg without tensing your back, 
abdomen, or neck muscles. You are discovering that you 
have a characteristic way of using your muscles as you bend 
your leg that you cannot change. 


P ap oe 


With these observations, you may wonder: Why do | 
move my leg with too much muscular effort? Is this solely 
a problem of my body? Is this my leg’ fault? What makes 
this happen? 


Your Mind-Body Connection 


1, 


P> 
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Lie in semisupine. Place one leg straight on the floor. Think to 
yourself, Fam not going to bend my leg. Repeat this thought to your- 
self for several minutes. 

Did you feel the same muscle tension that you felt when 
you were moving your leg? (Of course not, because you did 
not move your leg!) Did you feel that your muscles con- 
tinued to relax, more and more deeply, as you thought of 
not moving? If you did not feel this, try it again and give it 
plenty of time. 


Put your leg straight on the floor. Decide to bend your leg and then 
bend it. Feel the familiar pattern of tension that is triggered. Do this 
several times, 

Notice that when you decide to move, you tense your 
muscles in your usual way. 


Put your leg straight on the floor. Tell yourself to bend your leg, BUT 
DO NOT BEND IT. Have the thought in your mind—-decide to bend 
your teg=but do not bend it. Notice what happens in your muscles, 

Can you feel your tension beginning as you decide to 
move? If you cannot feel this, decide to bend your leg and 
then move it a small amount, Notice the familiar pattern of 
tension that is triggered in your muscles as soon as you start 
to move. Try this several times. Can you notice that in the 
split second between when you decide to move, and the 
moment that you actually move, your tension begins? 

As this becomes easier to recognize, go back to deciding 
to move your leg without actually moving it. Can you feel 
that a split second after you have this thought, your muscles 
tense? In other words, your particular pattern of muscle ten- 
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sion begins before you move. Further, your muscle tension 
is triggered by your thought of moving. 


» DISCUSSION 

This simple experiment demonstrates two important things. 
First, if you tell yourself not to move, you do not trigger any mus- 
cle tension. In fact, if you continue thinking of not moving your leg 
for a while, you will feel your muscles letting go more and more. 
Second, when you decide to move, you tense your muscles in a spe- 
cific and characteristic way. Your decision to move—your thought of 
doing the movements tied to the way that you use your muscles 
as you move. This simple experiment demonstrates the mind-body 
connection. Your thought to move creates a particular pattern of 
activity that is unique to you. You do not bend your leg the way your 
best friend does. In addition, there is a particular way that you think, 
which creates the particular way that you move. Thinking and mov- 
ing are two parts of a whole, which is your behavior. 

It is your thought that determines how you move, since if you 
do not think of moving, you do not tense. This means that you can- 
not change how you move until you change how you think. This is what 
you will explore in the next series of self-experiments. 
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A Sense of Feeling 


The mind's first step to self-awareness 
must be through the body. 
—GEORGE SHEEHAN 


Rece IWAS asked to teach a course on the Alexan- 
der Technique to undergraduate students at a nearby college. 
Today I have begun class by questioning the students about 
their senses. 

“How many senses do you have?” I ask. 

The group’s unanimous tally is five: the well-known quintet 
of sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch. 

“Do you know you have more than that?” I ask. The faces 
before me are blank, Not wanting to cause embarrassment, I 
hurry to explain. 

“You have a sixth sense, but it is not ESP. I like to call it the 
sense of bodily sensation. We might also call it the sense of feel- 
ing. This comes to you from millions of sensory receptors 
spread throughout your body. These receptors send information 
to your brain to inform it of what is happening within you.” As 
I talk, I watch for signs of interest in my students’ faces. 

“Your brain receives data from these many receptors that 
paint a broad palette of experience: the feeling that you’re bend- 
ing your knees and swinging your arms; that your muscles ache; 


PE A oasis acdsee: 


ae 


K, 


"A SENSE OF FEELING #28 


www. |,engbookpdf. com 


that your eyes are blinking, your skin itches, your stomach hurts, or 
you’ve got goose bumps. It includes much subtler sensations as well, 
such as the feeling that you know you are right or that you have for- 
gotten something important. 

“Your emotions also come to your awareness via this sixth sense 
of bodily sensation. How do you know you're sad or angry? You feel 
this, don’t you? Isn't that why we speak of our emotions as feelings? 
Emotions are changes in brain states that produce neurological and 
biochemical changes that affect our body, especially our viscera. Duc 
to this, sensory receptors are stimulated that send signals back to the 
brain with lightning speed, telling it about what is happening 
within us. Some of these signals reach conscious awareness. Then you 
say you feel your heart pounding and feel afraid, or that you feel 
queasy in your stomach and say you are nervous, or feel a grin spread 
across your face and say that you are ecstatic. But much of this bod- 
ily feedback is processed below the level of conscious awareness.” 
Looking at my audience, I see they are intrigued. 

“Synthesizing this vast array of bodily information, arriving at 
every moment, awake and asleep, your brain creates a construct of 
you. It adds up these inputs and generates a sense of the whole, More 
than any of your other senses, it is bodily sensation that enables your 
brain to construct a concept of self; Imagine a vastly complex 
matrix of neurons, neurotransmicters, and electrochemical signaling, 
changing instant to instant, yet creating a gestal-—your mind’s con- 
cept of ‘you. 

“This sixth sensory system of bodily sensation has been over- 
looked for the vital role it plays in our behavior, This is surprising 
when we consider that bodily sensations are at the root of most of 
what we know and believe about ourselves. Our self-concept is 
derived from this all-body rainbow of bodily feeling, much of 
which is criggercd when we move and ace.” In turn, this concept 
of self plays an essential role in shaping how we use our body to 
* Both kinesthesit and proprioception are defmed as our capacity to feel and be aware of our 
body in motion. (Proprioceprion is usually defined more broadly to include inputs from 
the vestibular apparatus.) Neither word is defined to include the feelings that come to us 
through our viscera —pounding heart, gurgling stomach, ete.. that neuroscientists detine as 
inseroception; nor do these words encompass the sensations that we speak of as our emotions. 
Since there is no single word or phrase that defines the entire spectrum of bodily sensa- 


tions of which we are capable, L have coined my own— the sense of bodily senzution—and 
labeled it our sixth sense. I use the words feeling and bodily feedback synonymously with this. 
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accomplish everything we do. For example, years ago you sat at your 
desk in school and were taught how to hold a pen and write. 
Gradually a sensory memory of writing was instilled in your brain 
and linked to your meaning of the word ‘write. Now all you have 
to do is pick up a pen and think of writing Your mind activates your 
muscles in the way that feels like writing, just as it has been doing 
for decades. You don’t think about how you write, you don’t have 
to. You coordinate your muscles to grip your pen as you did when 
you were young because it feels like the right way to do it. 

“Bodily sensation brings us an enormous array of information 
about ourselves, but we usually don't appreciate its importance 
because much of it is processed below the level of conscious aware- 
ness. The sensations we become aware of are the tip of the iceberg. 
Yet these inputs deeply affect our behavior. They're like music play- 
ing in the background. We can push it out of our awareness but it 
puts us in a certain mood. 

“We also fail to realize that this sensory system limits what we 
think of as our free will. Once you have learned how to hold your 
pen and write, you can choose whether to write or not, but you 
can’t choose to perform the act of writing differently. Have you ever 
tried to hold your pen in a new way? If you do, your mind will rebel. 
It will tell you that what you're doing doesn’t feel right, It will invent 
any number of reasons to explain why you shouldn’t or can’t hold 
your pen in this new way. Yowl soon find yourself reverting to your 
habitual way of writing, because it jibes with your brain’s learned 
idea of how writing should feel. 

“Another example is that, as I am standing here talking to you, I 
might be feeling sensations of anxiety. After all, I’m talking to a group 
of strangers, which can be scary. If these feelings are unpleasant enough, 
later I may decide that speaking to groups is something I don’t like to 
do and decline the offer the next time I’m asked. Little may I realize 
that what I believe is a conscious choice amounts to a subconscious 
aversion to a memory of uncomfortable bodily feelings. 

“The feelings that are generated within us as we do everything 
we de—from moving to thinking to remembering—not only 
shape how we move, they shape our beliefs about ourselves, and this 
in turn influences our actions and decisions. 

“If you always sit in a slouch, eventually you will come to believe 
that this is “how you sit’ If someone recommends that you sit more 
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upright, you will say that this feels bad or feels wrong. Even though 
your slouch is injuring your spine, you will hold firmly to your belief 
that slouching is okay because it feels good to you. And you will 
probably hold to this belief no matter what you are told about the 
importance of sitting more upright. 

“Perhaps at some point you’ve experienced a difficult, painful 
ending of a love affair. Months or even years later, a friend mentions 
this person’s name and in an instant the thought of that individual 
now planted in your mind triggers a flood of biochemical changes 
in your body, Suddenly a mere thought is generating bodily feel- 
ings: you feel your heart pounding, your stomach churning, and a 
lump rising in your throat. You thought the relationship was over. 
It is, but the memory of this person still has the power to catapult 
you into a cascade of bodily experiences. In an effort to quell the 
discomfort plaguing you in the present moment you say to your 
friend, ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ But what you're really saying 
is, ‘I don’t like feeling this way. I want it to stop. Later you may form 
the belief that talking about this old relationship is a bad idea, and 
flatly refuse when someone asks you to speak of it. 

“To demonstrate the mysterious power of our sixth sense in 
determining how we perceive ourselves and form beliefs about our- 
selves, would someone like to volunteer to lie down on this table?” 
Liz,a perky young woman with curly hair and a ready smile shoots 
up her hand. 

“Liz? You want to try this? Great. Lie down on your back. Every- 
one else can gather around to watch as we conduct a bit of an exper- 
iment. Liz, bend your left knee and put your left foot on the table. 
Then put your right leg down straight. I’m going to slightly lift your 
right leg and support it for you. While I do this, think to yourself 
of not holding on to your leg. Allow me to support it.” 

The class is silent, watching. 

“I’m lifting and very slightly moving your leg, but you don’t have 
to do anything. Just think of noc holding on to your leg.” Liz nods. 
A few moments later, I put her leg down. A smile spreads across her 
face. 

“Yes?” I ask, inviting comment, 

“This isn’t my leg!” Liz blurts out, giggling. “This is so strange! 
What happened? This isn’t my leg,” she repeats. 
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Looking at the students standing around the table I ask, “What 
does she mean when she says, “This isn’t my leg’? Did I take off che 
old one and replace it with a new one?” Everyone laughs. 

“Of course not. Then why does she say this? Her choice of words 
seems surprising; but if we think about it, they tell us a lot about how 
her mind has processed the sensory feedback she just experienced. 
First, she’s experiencing a new sensation. Is that a fair statement, Liz?” 

“Yes!” 

“Isn't this interesting. She didn’t say, ‘This feeling is different from 
anything Ive felt before’ She said, “This isn’t my leg!" Why does she 
express it chis way? Years ago her mind formed an idea of what a leg 
is—based on how she felt as she moved her leg and generated sen- 
sations in her muscles and joints. Now it’s as if chere’s a file folder 
on the desktop in her mind that’s labeled, ‘my right leg’ Contrast- 
ing this with the new feeling that I generated when I supported her 
leg, her mind shuffled through the leg folder but nothing linked up. 
The remembered feeling of leg didn’t jibe with this new feeling. Her 
choice of words is very apt, because in a sense to her mind this is 
exactly right. It’s not the felt sense of her leg, as she knows it. So her 
mind took a guess to explain it:‘Maybe it’s someone else’s!’ 

“Anyone else want to try?” Hands shoot up. “Dan, let’s have you 
get on the table,” Liz gets off while Dan walks to the front of the 
room. Dan has been a quiet member of the group, and I am unsure 
how he is responding to the material. I am surprised that he has vol- 
unteered and curious to see how he reacts. I ask him to lie down, 
bend both knees, and place his hands on his ribs. Next I put my left 
hand under his right elbow to lift his arm slightly, and then I take 
hold of his right hand in my right hand. Slowly I straighten Dan’s 
elbow, extending his arm. Repeating a similar process of lifting and 
supporting, I ask Dan to think of not holding on to his arm. l remain 
in this position for a few minutes. Then, as I feel a subtle sensation 
of release in his musculature, I guide his arm slightly away from his 
body. I repeat this process a few times without talking, 

Although I have not asked him to volunteer any comments, Dan 
suddenly speaks. “This is amazing!” 

“What's amazing?” 

“My arm fcels like it’s a couple of inches longer! How'd you do 
that?” 
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Without changing my position, I turn to the group and ask, 
“Does it look like his arm is a couple of inches longer?” 

“No!” They answer in unison, smiling. 

I look at Dan. His expression is serious.“ This feels kind of scary,” 
he says quietly. 

I put his arm down in its original position. “Does anything hurt?” 

“No, not at all. It feels good.” 

“Why do you say it feels scary?” 

“J don’t know. It’s so different from the way my arm usually feels. 
It feels light and loose. Ic’s different from what I’m used to, I guess.” 

“You see?” I say, looking at the group. “Like Liz, Dars mind doesn't 
know what to make of these new feelings, His mind has also filled in 
the blank, but differently. First, he wondered if his arm had gotten 
longer. Rationally we know this isn’t possible, but this is his mind’s 
best guess to explain the new feeling. Then it added an emotion to 
the feeling—scary. This is common.The mind often interprets new 
bodily feelings by giving them emotional meaning. 

“These are good examples of what I’m talking about. Your mind 
is interpreting sensory data all the time. If these feelings are famil- 
iar, your mind doesn’t take much notice. But if they are unfamiliar, 
they get your mind’s attention and it tries to figure out what they 
mean. But to say that a leg isn’t your own, or that a new feeling is 
scary, is more than just an observation that a feeling is different. These 
are judgments, beliefs. We make decisions and base our behavior on 
them. If we decide that something is scary——even just a simple 
movement—we might avoid doing it again. Bodily sensations, and 
the judgments that flow from them, are a powerful team that drive 
our decisions and behavior, but we're largely unaware of this hap- 
pening within us. 

“Perhaps now we can better appreciate that our sixth sense is also 
linked to how we reason. Imagine someone saying to you, ‘Let’s go 
to the local swimming hole and jump off that twenty-foot cliff into 
the water. I was watching some kids doing it the other day. It looks 
like fun. Come on and try it with me. As you silently consider your 
response, how do you feel? Do you feel excited by che thought of 
jumping twenty feet into the water? Or do you feel uneasy as you 
consider the possibility that you might slip and fall, and seriously 
injure yourself? In an instant your mind is summoning memories 
of previous experiences that evoke subtle sensations—pleasant or 
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unpleasant feelings—tied to your mind’ projection of what this 
experience will be. As a result, your decision will be influenced more 
than you realize not by cold, objective reasoning, but by bodily feel- 
ings arising within you in the present moment. Reasoning is in fact 
an experiential, personal, and physical process.’ 

“What is perhaps more surprising—when you consider how cen- 
tral this sensory system is to our beliefs and behavior—is that we are 
entirely unschooled in interpreting the meaning of our bodily sen- 
sations, or developing a greater awareness of the judgments and 
beliefs we form from them.The artist spends years training the acu- 
ity of her powers of observation. The musician learns to hear the 
subtlest variations in pitch, resonance, and expressiveness of sound. 
The chef tastes a food many times, deepening his skill at perceiv- 
ing its shadings of flavor and learning to perceive the subtle nuances 
it produces in combination with other foods. 

“Has anyone taught you to pay attention to this sensory language 
within yourself and to understand its message? To acquire skill in 
knowing the meaning of the feelings that are triggered within you 
as you move and as you live as a means for better understanding 
yourself? Or to appreciate the difficulty of changing your beliefs, 
precisely because they are ded to the feelings you experience as you 
move your bedy in your habitual way?” 

My students remain silent as they watch me struggling to find a 
special eloquence that will sum this up for them. I seek a light in 
their eyes letting me know that, through these few demonstrations, 
a glinuner of understanding has penetrated. Of course, i realize this 
is only a beginning. Students must discover the role of bodily sen- 
sation in shaping their beliefs and behavior for themselves, gradu- 
ally, over the course of many lessons. Mere words cannot fill the gap 
caused by faulty self-perception and the absence of conscious edu- 
cation. Still, I try to shine a light of understanding for them—and 
perhaps for myself as well—into the complicated interplay between 
how we move, how we feel, and what we believe. 


ame a ae panes cone enna: SMAAD, tamper tenes CAED UN: ene NSN NMRLAJM IMM MDL NIM en uw. 


A SENSE OF FEELING 


www. engbookpdf. com 


“Pie faced 


| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
i 
f 
i 
| 
i 
Í 
f 
H 
i 
i 
i 
| 
| 
] 
| 
! 
i 
i 
i 


EIE HOW YoU STAND, HOW You MOVE, How You Live ~~" 


Feelings Gone Wrong 


Everyone wants to be right, 
but no one stops to consider if 
their idea of right is right. 
——F. M. ALEXANDER 


GARY 


Gary CAME TO me for lessons to improve his piano playing. 
He had a tendency, he said, to sound “rather bangy. To get some 
idea of what he meant by this, I asked him to play for me. Soon 
I understood his point: “bangy” was just the word that came to 
mind to describe his unpleasing sound, despite his obvious facil- 
ity at the keyboard. As 1 watched, I noticed numerous difficul- 
ties in his psychophysical coordination writ large upon his body. 
Until he made headway in changing this, I knew he would not 
achieve his goal. 

I told him we were going to shift gears for the time being, and 
T asked him to stand facing the mirror in my teaching room. As 
he stood before me, I saw that his shoulders were uneven—the 
left one oddly lifted and pulled into his neck. Neither of his arms 
hung at his sides in anything resembling a straight line. His left 
arm was distinctly flexed at the elbow and wrist, and the fingers 
of both hands had a pronounced curl. I stood next to him fac- 
ing the mirror. I asked if he saw any difference between his arms 
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and mine, We were both silent as his eyes moved from my image to 
his own. After a few moments he replied, “Not really,” 

I was so surprised by his answer that I stammered for a moment, 
not knowing what to say. Because of his extreme arm and shoulder 
tension, I did nat expect that he would be able to feel this tension 
as he played. I did think, however, that he would be able to see the 
distortion in the alignment of his arms in the mirror, especially when 
faced with a ready source of comparison. But for Gary, seeing was 
not believing. 

Over the course of more than a year of weekly lessons, I gently pre- 
sented Gary with incontrovertible data. I showed him anatomy books, 
explained the structure of the arm and its movements, and showed 
him the arms on my life-sized model skeleton. I let him feel my arms 
as they moved. I gave him stretches to do at home. I worked with him 
sitting and standing, lying down, walking, and playing the piano. At 
the start of each lesson I asked him what he had noticed during the 
previous week. Each time he shrugged and told that me he had not 
noticed anything. Every week his arms and his entire body were as 
tight as the week before. My every tactic seemed to fall off him 
unheard, unseen, unfelt, as though he were vacuum-sealed. 

I was baffled. Gary simply did not register the inner world of sen- 
sation. He did not feel his tension or feel how his arms moved, and 
so nothing I said meant anything to him. I considered telling him 
I could not teach him, but decided instead to trust that, since he 
came for his lessons regularly, something must be penetrating. 

One day Gary arrived with a smile on his face as he announced, 
“I've had a bit of an insight since our last lesson.” 

“What's that?” I asked. 

“You want me to think about what I’m doing while I'm doing 
ir,” he said with a tone of pride. 

Once again, my student left me speechless. This is such a basic 
concept of the Technique that most students grasp it in their first 
lesson. Gary had been coming for a long time and he was by no 
means unintelligent. 1 did my best to hide my true reaction, and 
expressed instead my pleasure at his discovery. 

After that lesson, however, Gary began reporting regularly on his 
observations and discoveries. It seemed he had finally stumbled onto 
his sixth sense, like finding an old pair of shoes in the back of the 
closet. 
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A few months later Gary arrived for his lesson with a particularly 
bright face, letting me know there was something he wanted to say. 

“Yes?” I asked. 

“An amazing thing happened this week. I was standing at my 
worktable a few nights ago. | happened to look down, and I saw that 
my left arm was pulled in against my side and bent just as you've 
been telling me.” 

Unsure of my best response, I asked him what he did next. 

“My wife was in the room with me and I asked her to look at 
my arm.” 

“What did she say?” 

“She told me I always hold my arm like that! So I asked her, ‘Why 
haven't you told me this before?” 

“What did she say?” 

“She told me she didn’t want to hurt my feelings!” 

I was silent for a moment, filled with che poignancy of his story. 
“You have a kind wife,’ I said. 

For weeks afterward, Gary’s story kept coming back to me, his 
wife's words replaying themselves in my mind. She had understood. 
She knew her husband well. As I had discovered all too slowly, it 
had not done any good to tell him about his arms, He literally could 
not comprehend this information. Gary’s chronic tension had not 
just skewed his awareness of bodily feelings; it had shut it down. Yet 
somehow the lessons had had an accumulating effect. Like a bear 
slowly waking from hibernation, Gary began to hear the nonver- 
bal language playing within him. 

From that lesson, Gary became an eager and apt student. He 
changed. He practiced. He made his own connections and enjoyed 
his emerging self-awareness. Had I stopped teaching him, 1 would 
have denied both of us the pleasure of his discovery of the myste- 
rious and sometimes hard-to-find realm of the self. 


GARY 15 AN extreme example. Few people are so unable to listen 
to the physical realm. Such people are uncommon and they usually 
do not choose to come for Alexander lessons, or continue for long 
when they do. For those who do take lessons, awakening their 
awareness of bodily sensation is the first task. Such individuals have 
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devised complex strategies for keeping feelings at bay. The lessons 
gradually help to remove this interference, but if they are pushed 
before they are ready they will resist. Ifa student cannot feel some- 
thing he is doing that is causing a particular problem, he literally can- 
not comprehend what the teacher is saying. He can hear and know 
the dictionary meaning of individual words, but he has not yet 
forged a connection between these words, the felt experience of his 
body, and his concept of himself. As Gary’s story shows, it is espe- 
cially difficult for some individuals to grasp the importance of bod- 
ily sensation—a sensory system they seem never to have known. 

For most us, however, our sixth sense presents a different problem. 
Unlike the information that comes to us from our other senses, the 
data we receive from our sixth sense is not so indelibly cast: Once 
learned, the color red is red. The sound of C sharp is C sharp. The 
taste of salt is salty. But bodily feelings can shift and change. 

The next story shows the havoc that our feelings, which often lie 
hidden within us and whisper falsehoods in our brains, can create. 


BETTY,.PART.ONE 0... 


Betty is a short, slightly rounded woman of middle age. She has come 
to me complaining of pain in her hips when she walks for any length 
of ime. Today, a few months into her lessons, I have asked her to stand 
facing the mirror in my teaching room. 

“Betty, I'd like you to watch yourself as you shift your weight onto 
your right leg, and then take a step forward on your left” Observ- 
ing her in the mirror, [ see that Betty begins to move by pushing 
her pelvis too far to the right. Then, in order to counterbalance her- 
self, she pulls her upper body to the left. This causes her right leg— 
the leg she wants to stand on—to tilt to the right so that it is no 
longer perpendicular to the ground but leaning at an angle. Now 
that she has pulled her body out of balance, she lifts her left leg with 
visible effort and takes a step (see Illustration 6-1). 

“Betty, was there anything that you noticed as you observed your- 
self moving?” Betty’s face is blank. She is searching for something to 
say, but it is clear she does not understand the point of my question. 

“I just did as you asked,” she replies. 

“Nothing unusual caught your eye?” 
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“No.” 

“Okay, good,” I offer in encouragement as I consider 
what to say next. Rather than explain to Betty that she 
is pulling herself seriously off balance, creating a sig- 
nificant sheering, compression force on her right hip 
and overtensing her back muscles, I decide to continue 
our exploration. 

“Betty, let’s do this again. This time I'm going to help 
you.” 

I stand behind her with my hands on her lower 
ribs. I ask her to allow me to move her torso slightly, 
shifting her body over her right leg. I explain that, as I 
am doing this she does not have to do anything, only 
to think of not helping me. I repeat my instructions, 
emphasizing that the shift onto her right leg is only a 
few inches. She nods in acknowledgment. 

With a light touch I guide Betty’s torso until she is 
standing over her right foot. I continue supporting her 
gently with my hands. Her right leg is upright, per- 
pendicular to the ground. Her torso is vertical and her 
head is directly over her foot. I ask her again to 
bend her left leg and take a step, but Betty does not 
move. Her eyes shift downward as if she is trying to see 
inside herself. Her face tells me the story of her 
thoughts—Betty thinks I have asked the impossible. 

“Go ahead,” I urge her gently, “I’m supporting you 
so you can’t fall. Bend your left leg and take a step.” 

Betty looks bewildered. Her eyes are still down- 
6-1. Betty standing on her ward. Her attention is focused on the new feelings she is experi- 
as rough step encing. These are different, and she does not know what they mean. 
pelvis is collapsing tothe “I can’t take a step,” she says after a moment, “I’m not standing on 


right and her upper torso my leg.” 
is leaning to the left, 
tilting her torso. Her right 


Betty’s choice of words reveals how her mind has processed 


legis leaning sideward, these new feelings. She does not feel as she usually does when she 
her right shoulder is stands on her leg, and so her mind has wrongly concluded that she 


lifted, and her right arm is ‘ 
pulled back; herheadis Must not be standing on her leg. 


also tilted. The left knee is “Look in the mirror, Betty. Your head and torso are directly over 


Pan eeons: your right leg and your foot is on the ground, right?” 
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“T guess so,” she says hesitantly. 

“You are standing on your leg, you're just standing on it differ- 
ently. Go ahead and take a step. I’m supporting you so you can’ fall. 
Give it a try.” 

In the next instant everything changes. Betty’s jaw muscles tense. 
She pushes her pelvis to the right, pulls her upper body to the left, 
and takes a step. She has made her body do exactly what it did before. 

“Betty, what happened? Why did you pull yourself over like 
that? I said I’d support you. You saw in the mirror that you were 
standing, balanced on your leg.” 

“I had to shift my weight like that so I could take a step,” she 
answers. 

How can this be? How ean a normal, intelligent woman hold 
steadfastly to her belief despite what I have explained and what she 
has seen in the mirror? Why is she convinced that the only way to 
stand on her leg is to push her body off balance, tense muscles she 
does not need, further compressing already painful joints, and mak- 
ing the task more difficult than it needs to be? 

When I press her for an explanation she repeats herself.“‘l feel as 
though I can’t move my left leg or PI fall?” she says, letting me know 
by her tone that she is right. 

But Betty is not right. She is misinterpreting the meaning of her 
feelings. Despite seeing herself in the mirror, my hands supporting 
her, and my explanations, Betty does not believe what she has seen 
or heard. She only believes her mind's sensory judgment. 

Betty is not suffering from dementia. She is not delusional. She 
does not have some odd neurological disorder. But her words give 
us atl important glimpse into how her mind has interpreted these 
fcelings and the judgment it has formed. Contrasted against the feel- 
ings she usually has when she stands on one leg, this new way of 
standing and my argument for it hold no weight. Her view of the 
matter is all that she can comprehend. It does not occur to her to 
question her judgment. In the grip of her belief, she cannot move 
or think differently chan she has always done. Her mind is absorbed 
by the sensations from her body and her belief about their mean- 
ing. It is her belief that determines how she stands, far more than her 
muscles do. This misjudgment may seem minor but it governs her 
every step. 
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BETTY’S COMPLAINT OF pain when she walks and Gary’s com- 
plaint of sounding bangy when he plays are not simply physical 
problems. Gary cannot improve his playing by practicing more. 
Betty's hip problem cannot be cured by walking less, or by exercis- 
ing more. These are psychophysical problems, caused by how the 
mind interprets bodily sensation, and its all-too-frequent tendency 
to interpret this data incorrectly. 

These sensory errors fall into four categories: 1) Filling in the blank. 
As we have seen in the example of my students in the theater class, 
new sensations are an unfamiliar expericnce and the mind takes a 
guess to explain them, Liz thought the new feeling meant that it was 
not her leg. Dan thought it meant that his arm was longer. 2) Adding 
emotional content. In Dan's case, his sensory misjudgment included 
an emotional tag. He labeled the new feeling scary. 3) Blocking By 
contrast, Gary’s mind learned not to pay attention to bodily sensa- 
tion. Feelings that others could readily experience, he did not con- 
sciously register. 4) Misjudging. Betty’s story shows that what seems 
to feel right may actually be wrong, and vice versa. She thought she 
was balanced on her leg when she was seriously out of balance. 
These misjudgments keep her locked in her harmful way of mov- 
ing, compounding het pain and injury. 

In summary, our mind learns from bodily sensations. Then it 
forms beliefs about their meaning, usually below the level of our 
conscious awareness, and these beliefs shape our behavior. Once the 
brain has formed such beliefs, changing how we behave is more dif- 
ficult than we realize. To do this, we must change the beliefs that 
drive the behavior, and so, too, the sensations (feelings) from which 
these beleg arise. And what is the prime source of our bodily sen- 
sations? It ts how we move and use our bodies. Before we go on to learn 
how the Technique teaches us to use our locomotor system more 
skillfully and so co change how we feel and thus how we perceive 
ourselves, there is more to understand about our feelings— 
particularly our feelings of fear, 
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The Feeling of Fear 


No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers 


of acting and reasoning as fear. 
—EDMUND BURKE 


hundred times before, | marvel at my companion, Burleigh, 
a large male standard poodle. He trots briskly as I note his sup- 
ple spine, the action of his legs, and the strong, wide paws push- 
ing powerfully against the earth to propel him forward. Burleigh 
has an unflagging interest in everything around him. Occasion- 
ally his tail signals a dash of joy as he doubles back to follow a 
scent, pauses, and rushes off again, following an invisible trail. 
Now he stops and looks for me, finding me on the path ahead. 
L give a short whistle and Burleigh bounds back, hopping over 
small shrubs and logs, more kangaroo than canine. 

This is all part of our routine, but today something not so rou- 
tne happens. Some distance ahead I see another dog and his 
owner walking toward us. My dog is large. The other dog is mas- 
sive. I reach out to grab Burleigh by the collar to restrain him 
before he notices the other animal, but I am too late. In the sec- 
ond before I close my grasp, he has caught the scent. Burleigh 
dashes ahead as the other dog moves briskly forward to meet 
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him, unrestrained. I follow behind hoping these dogs—strangers to 
one another—will negotiate an amicable greeting. 

When they are about twenty feet apart, Burleigh stops and 
stands, frozen. The other dog slows to a walk. As he nears, Burleigh’s 
neck and tail droop. In order to continue watching the other dog, 
however, he pulls his head back to raise his eyes. The other dog 
moves forward slowly, cautiously. He too lowers his neck and pulls 
his head back. Burleigh drops his neck farther as he bends his 
forelegs, lowering his upper body. He looks like a supplicant. The 
other dog approaches within four feet and stops. He growls—a rum- 
bling, ominous sound. Neither dog moves. fam unmoving myself, 
not knowing whether to intervene or how. 

Suddenly the other dog shows his teeth and bursts into Ioud, fast 
barks. He lunges forward, jaws snapping. Burleigh responds in an 
instant by spinning around and running, tail pulled tightly between 
his legs. His run is awkward, impeded by the tension of his fear. When 
he reaches me he stops on a dime, kicking up a rain of dirt, and turns 
to face the other dog. Burleigh lies down at my feet, flattening his 
body into the ground. In the time it has taken him to do this the 
other dog has reached us. Burleigh rolls over, belly up. The other dog 
stops one foot away and lowers his head, reaching forward for a 
leisurely sniff. Burleigh is still lying on his back in submission as they 
touch tentatively—one nose right side up, the other upside down. 

The other dog’s owner catches up but continues walking. He calls 
his dog as he smiles at me noncommittally. He is not apologizing, 
and he is not pretending his dog has not had the upper hand. Soon 
they are behind us. Burleigh rolls over and sits. I bend down to give 
him a reassuring par. He leans heavily against my leg. We resume our 
walk, but Burleigh does not bounce off into the bushes. He trots 
slowly, staying near me, head lowered, tail down. His enthusiasm for 
discovery has dimmed. 


ONE MORNING A few years ago I was feeling especially calm and 
relaxed. The kids were in school. Burleigh, at that time an adorable 
four-month-old puppy, was sleeping in the kitchen. It was a bright, 
spring day. Since I had a break in my teaching schedule I decided to 
relish the moment with a book, I lay down on the sofa, propped my 
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head, and began to read. Perhaps because I was so relaxed, what hap- 
pened next seemed to unfold as a series of separate events, as if a 
moment in time had been split into separate scenes for slow motion, 
frame-by-frame viewing. In less than a second this is what happened. 

Out of the corner of my eye, my brain identified something 
unusual on the carpet: something brown and lumpy. My neck mus- 
cles contracted forcefully, yanking my head to the left. As my head 
turned there was a surging queasiness in my gut and my heart began 
pounding hard. My arms felt prickly as the hairs stood up. Not 
knowing what was wrong, or why I was behaving this way, my eyes 
turned to align the fearsome object in the center of my field of 
vision for identification. The threat was located and brought into 
focus—a brown leather shoe. 

Now conscious awareness caught up with events, merging them 
into a cohesive whole, My unconscious mind had guessed that the 
brown, lumpy object was an accident left by our puppy, threaten- 
ing to damage the new carpet. I had had a powerful fear reaction, 
but my fear was misplaced. The silliness of my behavior struck 
home, I burst into laughter as sensations of relief welled up ...no 
cleanup necessary, no damage done. 

Returning to my book, I found I could not concentrate. Although 
I understood my error, the remnants of this powerful reaction still 
filled me, disturbing my body and mind: pounding heart; queasy 
stomach; and quivering muscles. No wonder I could not think—my 
mind was preoccupied by all this bodily sensation. I decided to 
conduct an experiment—to stay on the sofa observing myself until 
this raucous band of feelings ceased its cacophony.To my amazement, 
it was over half an hour before their last notes ceased to play. 


HOW WE PERCEIVE DANGER... 


Amygdala. Have you ever heard of it? It is not a tiny country on a 
faraway continent, an exotic tuberous root with mysterious pow- 
ers, or a rare disease. But we can characterize it as a small, unknown 
territory, a conjuror of inexplicable behavior, and the source of many 
of our ills. The amygdala resides within us.To be precise, it is tucked 
away in our forebrain, symmetrically paired and almond shaped, 
deep in the medial area of the temporal lobes. The amygdala is our 
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sentry that never sleeps. It follows us wherever we go, watching 
every circumstance for danger. Its purpose is to evaluate incoming 
sensory stimuli for threats to the organism. Then it triggers a series 
of physical and mental changes that propel us like a train on its track 
into behaviors of defense. Let us see the part my amygdala played 
in this story of mistaken identity. 

As I was reading, my amygdala was standing ready. A visual stim- 
ulus arrived at my visual cortex and was routed onward to my amyg- 
dala: “Hello! There’s something unusual on the floor. What do you 
think?” 

In a flash the amygdala rendered its appraisal: “Looks dangerous! 
Sound the alarm!” 

Neurological messages were sent careering outward via the nerves 
of the sympathetic nervous system to my viscera as well as via 
motor nerves to the muscles of my locomotor system. In an instant, 
a full-organism, neurochemical response was triggered. My heart 
beat faster and harder. Blood vessels dilated to allow increased blood 
flow to the muscles, readying them for action. Digestion slowed.The 
adrenal glands increased adrenalin production for muscle strength and. 
mental alertness. Respiration increased. Blood pressure rose, and 
much more. This is often referred to as our fight-or-flight response, 
which has long been observed by scientists, but thanks largely to the 
groundbreaking research of Joseph LeDoux, a neuroscientist at New 
York University, the role of the amygdala and the brain’s neural path- 
ways of defense have been traced." 

This rapid, neurochemical signaling is not the end of the story. 
It is just the first act, setting the stage for a larger purpose: launch- 
ing us into self-defense behavior. Vertebrates have four stereo- 
typed defense behaviors, which we witnessed in Burleigh’s story: 
1) Attack, or threaten the enemy. 2) Freeze, tensing muscles to stop 
movement and avoid the enemy's notice. 3) Withdraw, moving away 
from the enemy. 4) Submit, yielding to the enemy like the docile sub- 
ject ofa tyrannical ruler. 

In each of these behaviors, the locomotor system is an essential 
vehicle of our defense. In my own case, first my head and eyes were 
oriented to the object as my mind went into hyperalert and every 
muscle became taut. Then | froze. Jf my brain had supposed the object 
to be a snake, I would have leaped up from the sofa like a popped 
cork and run for the door. Burleigh’s first reaction was to freeze, but 
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after the other dog growled and snapped at him, he withdrew. Then 
he rolled over and exposed his belly, submitting to his aggressor. 

Once a defense behavior has been activated, sensory receptors 
throughout our body are stimulated. Bodily sensacions begin flood- 
ing back to the brain, informing the brain of our defensive action: 
Pm running. 

This bodily feedback may also be routed on to the amygdala, 
which may interpret it as meaning a further threat. In turn, the 
amygdala may generate further defensive behavior: Keep running, 

The amygdala may also decide chat a particular stimulus means 
the threat is even more dangerous than previously thought, and send 
commands to boost our energy level: Run faster. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, because of bodily sensations 
our conscious mind can become aware of what we are doing. 
However, this happens after we have been triggered into a defense 
behavior. My body went into its freeze reaction because my sub- 
conscious mind saw the object and my amygdala appraised it as a 
threat, not because I was consciously aware of feeling afraid and 
decided what to do. Like a passenger on a bus who feels its sudden, 
veering motion only after the driver has pulled sharply on the 
wheel, “T” was the last to know what was happening. 

This seems counterintuitive burt it is vital. Awareness and deci- 
sion making have an important role, but in the face of immediate, 
life-threatening danger split seconds can mean all the difference. The 
luxury of self-awareness is kept in abeyance while action is sum- 
moned. In short, I did not choose and could not control this neu~ 
rochemical activity and stereotyped locomotor behavior in myself. 
Nor could I decide to turn off its lingering sensory aftermath. 

As immediate danger abates, what happens next—especially in 
humans—might be described as a second tier of defense. Feelings rise to 
our awareness, and higher cortical areas of the brain come into play. 
Paired with our capacity for using language to describe and reflect 
on our behavior and circumstances, we have further options. 

We can name our emotions /feelings:““My heart is pounding. I’m feel- 
ing scared.” 

As we have seen, the sensations we call fear are the result of our 
mind’s interpretation of bodily feedback. These sensations are dif- 
ferent from those of joy or confusion, for example. We learn to name 
the feelings that we call our emotions. It is not the function of the 
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amygdala to give us the ability to feel fear specifically or to feel emo- 
tion in general. It is to detect threats and generate defensive behav- 
ior. We can only know that we are afraid or threatened to the 
extent that we become aware of, and then correctly identify the 
bodily stamp of amygdala activity. 

If this feedback is weak, more subtly varied, slower to arise, or if 
it comes at the same time that we are feeling other competing sen- 
sations or our attention is distracted, we may describe ourselves as 
feeling anxious, uneasy, stressed out, tense, or on edge. Or we may 
feel nothing. A wide range of feelings can indicate that something 
has triggered our amygdala into action. But these bodily sensations 
mean that, whether or not we describe ourselves as afraid, our amyg- 
dala has propelled us into some degree and type of defense behavior, 

Although we may not recognize our feelings as meaning we are in 
a state of fear, due to conscious awareness we can notice our behavior. 
Our mind seeks the reason for our actions. By drawing on judgment, 
experience, and knowledge, we seek to explain our actions to ourselves 
and to others, We create a self-story to explain our behavior “Yesterday the 
dog had four accidents in the house. Wouldn’t YOU be paranoid?” 

We may also override our first defense behavior and make another, more 
conscious choice: “I don’t need to do anything. It was a false alarm. PH 
just stay on the sofa and relax.” 

‘These examples give us a glimpse into our self-defense systern, 
which is two-tiered. Operating below conscious awareness, the 
first tier of defense consists of a sensory stimulus, the amygdala’s 
appraisal of the stimulus, a neurochemical response, a stereotyped 
defense behavior played out via our viscera and our locomotor sys- 
tem, and bodily sensation or feedback. In the second tier, con- 
sciousness of our feelings brings awareness of something that has 
changed within us and in our behavior. Contbined with language 
and self-reflection, this gives us further options. We can recognize 
bodily sensations, name our feelings, create a self-story to explain 
our behavior, and make a different conscious choice. 

Thus far I have painted a picture of a defense system that is func- 
tioning well. Next we will look at how this system goes awry due 
to long-term activation of the amygdala, causing what is commonly 
known as anxiety. We will see how this anxiety wreaks havoc on our 
locomotor system, and on our physical and mental health. 
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Fears Body-Mind 


To him who is in fear everything rustles. 
—SOPHOCLES 


IN THE GRIP OF FEAR.. 


Topay 1 HAVE a new student. On the telephone a week 
before, she explained to me that her physician gave her an alarm- 
ing diagnosis—severe osteoporosis. In addition to recommend- 
ing medication, he suggested she study the Alexander Technique, 
explaining that although it would not cure her condition, it could 
teach her to maintain a more balanced, upright poise of her head, 
neck, and spine to reduce pressure on her vertebrae and perhaps 
prevent stress fractures. 

As Joan sits facing me she adds, “My doctor told me I have ter- 
rible posture. I know I do. I know it will help if L can do some- 
thing about that.” 

I smile and nod my head. Then I ask if she has any other com- 
plaints or problems. 

“Well,” she says hesitantly, hunching her shoulders and pulling 
her head back as if ducking beneath a low doorframe, “a while 
ago there was a crisis in my life. It stressed me out, Afterward I 
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began to have panic attacks.” Still in her ducking pose, Joan tucks 
her hands under her thighs. 

“They have been somewhat better in the last six months, but now 
they're happening again. This diagnosis hasn’t helped. Pm worried 
about fractures. I’ve tried therapy, acupuncture, antidepressants, 
yoga. Nothing seems to help. My yoga teacher tells me to focus on 
my breathing, which I try to do. But some days I wake up and feel 
like I can’t breathe. Then I know I’m going to have a bad day. I try 
to focus on remembering to breathe. Maybe it helps a little, but I 
don’t want to have to keep reminding myself to breathe.” 

Joan, an older Asian woman with medium-length black hair 
streaked gray, smiles, but it is not an expression of happiness. I feel 
saddened by her story and wonder what lies behind it. As I nod my 
head in sympathy, she pulls her knees tightly together and presses 
her lips into a thin line. While we have been talking her muscles have 
been called into contraction, the contraction of freeze. Her bright 
eyes flit upward to glance at me and then drop downward. I have a 
brief glimpse of struggle, determination, and courage. 

What has happened to give her reason to learn this? 

Joan is not saying it out loud, but observing her body I see that 
this bright, vibrant woman is struggling to swim against a swelling 
tide of fear. I realize that my every word and action holds the 
potential to be a stimulus for more. 

I help Joan to sit on my teaching table and lie down. I ask if she 
is comfortable, and to let me know if anything makes her feel 
uneasy. Proceeding slowly, I am conscious that everything I say and 
do must first be aimed at giving her a sense of safety and creating 
trust in order not to compound her state of fear. For now, all else is 
secondary. 

I place my hands on the sides of her head and neck. The muscles 
in her neck protrude like ropes. 1 notice a shortening on the right 
side of her neck and an asymmetry in her face. Her extreme ten- 
sion is misaligning her jaw. I apply the slightest pressure to turn her 
head, and ask her to think of not tightening her neck muscles to let 
me do this, but her head doesn’t move. I lift her head slightly. It feels 
heavy in my hands—another sign of her excessive tension. 

Proceeding to Joan’s shoulders, arms, and legs, I repeat a similar 
procedure as I ask her to think of not holding on to her body, As I 
speak, my hands seek to feel her response. They bring me vital infor- 
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mation that cannot be seen. Joan’s body feels as if it has been com- 
pressed into a tiny space, She barely breathes. I watch her face for 
clues, seeking to know if she understands what I am asking, and 
whether I am provoking further anxiety. Gradually her muscles 
soften under my hands. Her limbs become lighter and her expres- 
sion eases. 

“Any problems?” I ask. 

“No, I feel okay,’ she says with a slight smile. 

After a half hour I help her to sit up on the table. Before I can 
help her to standing, she begins talking. 

“About six months ago I tried some massage.” 

Why didn’t she mention this before? 

“After the first session I felt relaxed. Sort of like the way 1 feel 
now,” she adds. “Then after the second session, I had a panic attack. 
The session after that, I had an even bigger one. So I decided Fd bet- 
ter stop.” 

Why does something that makes her feel good trigger a panic attack? 

Not wanting to challenge her, I let her comments pass and con- 
tinue with the lesson. Later as we finish, I see that Joan is wearing 
a real smile. “l feel good,” she says with a tone of surprise. 

I suggest that she spend the rest of the day taking it easy rather 
than doing errands. “This is a slow process of learning to change. 
Don't expect too much of it—or yourself—too quickly. The good 
feeling you're having now will fade, Don’t try to hold on to it.” 

Joan smiles but instead of responding to my comment, she 
launches into a topic of her own. “Tve tried a lot of psychotherapy 
for this you know.” 

Since she’s feeling better, Joan wants to talk. I sit down next to 
her instead of urging her out the door, silently inviting her to con- 
tinue. “They ask you to trust them, and open up to them, but they 
just sort of sit there and stare at you. I don’t feel comfortable at all.” 
She pauses. “This isn’t like that,” she says with a shy smile. 

“They always want me to tell them about the troubles I’ve had,” 
she continues. “They expect me to open up to them immediately. 
That’s the last thing they make me want to do. I know what I’ve 
been through. I’m not an idiot. I’ve seen everything in my life. 
Everything,” Joan pauses as 1 watch the new ease and relaxation in 
her body vanish, replaced suddenly by a grim expression as her neck 
juts forward. As if commenting on the weather she adds, “As a girl 
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I was physically abused.” Joan’s eyes drop as her mouth tenses again. 
I wait, unspeaking, 

“But I can’t tell them these things!” she says with energy, look- 
ing me in the eye again. She pauses. Then she strains to take a breath 
and I notice the cords springing up in her neck. Speaking softly as 
if to herself she adds, “Why is it I am telling you?” 


A THREATENING INJURY. 2... So Sess 


Jim is in his mid-thirties. He has a slender build, short brown hair 
that is receding from his brow, and a neat, tidy appearance. He is a 
singer with a problem. Two years ago he suffered damage to his vocal 
cords and was advised to stop singing. Sitting in my teaching room, 
Jim tells me that the throat specialist said he is recovered. Never- 
theless, he is having difficulty getting back into his singing. He is 
sure, he says, knitting his eyebrows and leaning forward as if to 
imprint his difficulty on my mind, that something is still not right 
with his voice. 

“But the specialist looked at your throat and told you everything 
is healed?” I ask, reframing his words. 

“Yes?” 

Why doesn’t he believe his physician? 

Knowing that telling Jim to trust his doctor will not address his 
problem, I begin from another angle. “Would you sing a note for 
me? Any note.” 

A vibrant sound fills the room, which in the first split second I 
hear it makes me think, This is doing all right. In the next fraction of 
a second the sound shifts. It is not bad, but it is definitely less spa- 
cious, less resonant. 

“Okay, now stop.” 

Jim closes his mouth and turns to look at me.“You see?” is writ- 
ten in his eyes. 

Instead of meeting his silent challenge I ask,“Can you say what 
you were thinking as you sang the note?” 

“Well,” he says after a moment, “shortly after I began I started lis- 
tening to my sound. As I did that 1 felt something tighten m my 
throat and I began thinking about that. I thought it might be a ten- 
sion that could reinjure my voice.” 
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“Would you say you were worrying?” I ask. 
Jim’s eyes look away and his jaw tenses. “Yeah.” 


Stimulus and Appraisal 


The first event that launches our defense system into action is a 
stimulus. Typically, we think of danger coming from our environ- 
ment: a bus passing too close as we cross the street; a stranger behind 
us as we walk alone late at night; a sudden, loud noise; a burning 
smell. But threats can also arise from feelings within our body. Phys- 
ical pain is the most obvious example, but a wide array of bodily sen- 
sations may be assessed by the amygdala as threatening: a feeling of 
a lump in your throat, an odd feeling in your stomach, a feeling of 
dizziness, even a new feeling that you have never had before. 

Another type of internal threat arises from our own thoughts: the 
memory of a project at work that you did not handle well; the 
thought of an argument you had recently with a friend; a nagging 
sense that you left the oven on. 

The mind cannot will us to be afraid, but it can summon a painful 
memory, a fleeting worried thought, a nervous anticipation, a voice 
of self-criticism. In a flash we have engaged our amygdala, which 
sends out its all-body signal of alarm. Although they seem innocent 
enough, such thoughts are stimuli that trigger our body into a 
detense response. In addition, we often play these thoughts over and 
over in our mind, as if expecting an answer. 

Each worried thought Joan related to me in recounting her his- 
tory acted as another threatening self-stimulus, becoming another 
deposit into her personal bank of fear. The thought of her diagno- 
sis was a threat, as were the pleasing (although unfamiliar) sensations 
of relaxation produced by the massage sessions, and especially her 
memories of long-ago events, As | worked with her, I saw and felt 
the effects of these fear-thoughts drawn starkly across the canvas of 
her body. Joan’s every muscle was locked in freeze, pulling her ever 
inward upon herself. This state of chronic fear had exacted a heavy 
toll: tension so extreme she could barely breathe or move, chronic 
anxiety beyond the reach of physicians or therapists. A limitless 
array of thoughts and bodily sensations can act as stimuli that are routed to 
the amygdala and appraised as threats—even sensations that da not reach 
the level of consciousness, and thoughts of which we are barely aware. 
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Acting as judge and jury, the amygdala appraises stimuli and 
assigns them meaning: dangerous, not dangerous, or somewhere in 
between. But these are not objective and rational assessments. If I 
have had a good night’s sleep, my life is in order and I feel well, a 
sudden banging noise in the house is greeted with curiosity as I 
wonder what my son is doing. If 1 am worried how I will make the 
next month’s mortgage payment, have backache, and feel distracted 
by other problems, the same noise may produce a gasp of startled 
reaction as my shoulders hunch and my first angry thought is, 
“What is he doing NOW?” Our preexisting state of tension and stress 
alters the threshold at which a given stimulus is appraised by the amygdala 
as a threat, 

So, too, does prior experience. The amygdala learns: The first ame 
I take Burleigh to the vet, he enters happily. On the second visit he 
stiffens his legs and resists going in. On the third visit, as I carry his 
quivering body into the examining room, he pushes against me, try- 
ing to escape. Each successive experience imbues the vets office 
with a higher threat evaluation by Burleigh’s amygdala, and his 
defense behavior increases in intensity. 

The amygdala also adds associative triggers to its list of dan- 
gerous stimuli. Just as Pavlov’s dog learned to salivate not only at the 
sight of its dish but at the sound of the bell ringing, the amygdala 
learns to associate danger with harmless stunuli that occur in close 
proximity to threatening events. After a series of visits to the vet, I 
walk into the kitchen one day with an open bottle of rubbing alco- 
hol in my hand. Associating this with his veterinary experiences, 
Burleigh skulks out of the room. 

Let me return to Jim, At my request, he sings a note. It sounds 
good. But in the next moment his brain hears his sound. Experi- 
ence has taught him that singing can injure his vocal mechanism. 
His amygdala responds in an instant, triggering the activation of 
sympathetic and motor nerves. Now muscles tighten in defense 
reaction, including the muscles of his vocal mechanism. These tiny 
muscles no longer coordinate their action with the delicate preci- 
sion of a moment before and the quality of his sound is diminished. 
Jim’ doctor is at one level correct. The tissues of his vocal folds have 
healed. However, Jim will not be fully recovered until he can pre- 
vent its aftermath, his now habitual fear reaction to the sound of his 
own voice, Our preexisting state alters the amygdala’s threshold for firing, 
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and experience teaches it to interpret more and more stimuli as threatening. 
It also assigns its threat evaluation to harmless stimuli that it has learned 
to associate with danger, acquiring an ever-larger vocabulary of fear. 


THE SHRINKING WORLD OF PAIN... 


Ed is in his late thirties. He has a slim build, short, curly blond hair, 
blue eyes, and a nice smile. Ed also has fibromyalgia, a perplexing 
condition that physicians do not fully understand. The term refers 
to chronic, unexplained muscle pain and fatigue. The diagnosis 
recognizes a characteristic group of symptoms; it does not identify 
their cause. Ed tells me he has had fibromyalgia for several years and 
has pain throughout his body, especially in his arms and neck. 
When I question him about his history, he provides a long list of 
activities and substances (associative triggers) that he believes cause 
his pain: synthetic fabrics, cold, noise, caffeine, dairy products and 
many other foods, the computer, driving the car. 

He adds that he does not work, seldom goes anywhere, and 
avoids using his arms. This otherwise healthy and bright young man 
lives a diminished life. He sits in the chair as I lift his arm, gently sup- 
porting ic as 1 seek to lengthen his muscles. Although slender, Ed’s 
arm feels heavy and inert, as if the communication cables have been 
cut. There is no feeling of connection between an enlivening 
thought and an alert, responsive musculature. After the lesson he asks 
my opinion of his problem. I begin by questioning him closely about 
his activities. Then I ask him why he avoids using his arms. 

“Well, for example,” he answers, “several days ago 1 had to drive 
to an appointment an hour from home. The next day I had a lot of 
pain in my arms. I had to rest for two days doing absolutely noth- 
ing until the pain went away.” 

“But Ed," | begin slowly, knowing that my remarks will challenge 
his belief about his condition and how he is handling it,“You have 
very little muscle mass in your arms. You've curtailed your activity 
so much that you've stopped using your arms almost completely. As 
a result, your muscles are withering away. You need to use them 
more. This may cause you discomfort at first, but I can teach you to 
do this with a minimum of strain as you regain your strength.” 

Ed interrupts. “I can’t do that. When 1 use my arms they hurt. 
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That means I shouldn't use them, right?” Ed has worded the last sen- 
tence as a question, but by the tone in his voice I know he isn’t ask- 
ing my opinion. He is telling me what he believes is a fact. 

“Actually, pain is a complex business, It doesn’t always mean what 
we think it does. A big pain doesn’t always mean a serious problem. 
A small pain doesn’t always mean an insignificant problem. And we 
don't always know what causes pain. Pain in your muscles doesn’t 
always mean you should stop using them. If we could take a biopsy 
of your muscle tissue and put it under a microscope, we wouldn’t 
see anything abnormal. Doctors don’t really know why patients with 
fibromyalgia feel pain. You don’t have an obvious injury or some 
type of internal damage. 

“We do know it’s bad for your muscles not to be used. In fact it 
may be worse for you than moving and having some pain. You need 
to build strength. We will proceed slowly and you may have some 
initial discomfort, but we can work together to develop a system that 
lets you resume a wider range of activity.” 

As I am speaking, Ed’ expression grows stern. It is clear he is not 
pleased by what I have said. (A threat.) He stands up abruptly and 
says he will think about it. I tell him chat is fine; he must make what- 
ever decision he feels is best. We are both silent as he walks out of 
the room and puts on his coat. Ed departs with the briefest good- 
bye and does not look me in the eye. (Withdrawal.) 


Neurochemical Response and 
Stereotyped Defense Behavior 


Scientists have learned that the amygdala stimulates glands to pro- 
duce what are known as stress hormones (such as adrenaline and cor- 
tisol), In the short term, these help the body cope with pain, 
inflammation, and injury, but if their production is sustained over a 
long period due to chronic activation of the amygdala, they produce 
an array of secondary harmful effects. Studies have linked them to 
impaired memory and poor decision making, high blood pressure, 
a weakened immune system, changes in brain chemistry, heart dis- 
ease, and arthritis. 

Chronic conditions such as fibromyalgia are a chicken-and-ege 
sort of problemi. It is hard to know what comes first. Ed’s chief com- 
plaint is pain. Pain triggers the amygdala to produce stress hormones. 
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These hormones alter his physiology. In time this lowers the amyg- 
dala’s threshold, so that less and less pain is required to trigger more 
and more defense response, as his amygdala in turn produces more 
stress hormones.' Studies have also shown that chronic pain alters 
the somatosensory cortex, so that the brain learns to interpret a 
wide assortment of bodily sensations as painful. 

Ed has also amassed a large number of associative triggers that his 
amygdala links to danger. Over time this list grows longer, but he 
does not question his belief that these, too, are harmful and must be 
guarded against. As Ed recites his list, he does so with gravity, low- 
ering his voice, dropping his head, and shrinking inward as he scans 
the room for dangerous items. 

Whatever its cause, chronic activation of the amygdala and its 
accompanying overproduction of stress hormones means we are liv- 
ing in the middle of a toxic waste site—ourselves. 

Once our worried thoughts are sent on to the amygdala, which 
generates neurochemical change that triggers the sympathetic and 
locomotor systems, now, as night must follow day, we must act. The 
four defense behaviors of vertebrates are withdrawal, freeze, attack, 
and submit. These are distinct strategies, but they may occur in vary- 
ing combinations and sequences. They may also be so slight as to 
constitute nothing more than a drop of our gaze, a hunch of the 
neck and downward pull on the head, a nervous laugh, a moment’s 
loss of attention. 

It is seldom noted that defense is the province of our loco- 
motor system, but without muscles, nerves, bones, and joints we 
could not withdraw, freeze, attack, or submit. In the short term, 
the sudden use of our locomotor system for defense (perhaps to 
run away from an attacking dog) is fine. But living for years with 
the compounding experiences of threat—internal and external, 
real and imagined—these scructures suffer wear and tear. Sus- 
tained for months and years, the amygdala’s labors create mal- 
adaptive change in muscle activity that hampers how we move. 
Ed's chronic withdrawal is at least partly responsible for his mus- 
cle pain. And recall Jim's muted voice, Joan’s immobility, and 
Burleigh’s awkward run. 

Such maladaptive locomotor patterns also send their particular 
sensory stamp back to the brain. By means that are not fully under- 
stood, this input gradually produces a faulty conception of the body 
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within the mind itself. Some researchers have termed this phenom- 
ena “learning-induced representational catastrophe.”* Alexander 
called it faulty sensory appreciation. If our physical malcoordi- 
nation and its accompanying sensory distortion in the brain is 
repeated long enough, it becomes a fixed behavioral loop, over 
which we have little control and even less awareness. 

A student comes to me complaining ofa sharp pain in her lower 
leg. She tells me that she broke her fibula (a bone in the lower leg) 
almost two years before. Watching her walk, I see the subtle, telltale 
imbalance of a limp, a movement pattern she learned in order to 
compensate for the painful injury. Her leg is now healed, but her 
limp has become intrinsic to her gait. Every time she takes a step, 
her brain instructs her body to produce this faulty locomotor pat- 
tern. It has failed to correct this compensatory movement when it 
is no longer needed. Our brain is quick to learn new locomotor pat- 
terns in response to threatening or painful stimuli but fails to shed 
these learned behaviors to restore us to a more balanced coordina- 
tion when we recover. The original injury has led to a secondary 
injury within the mind itself, a distorted self-perception that now 
governs how she moves. This is much harder to identify and more 
difficult to understand. 

My student tells me that her leg still hurts, She insists it is because 
she is not fully healed. Her belief, which is not correct, further rein- 
forces her defense behavior—limping. She is unaware of this dis- 
tortion in her walk. When I point it out to her, and explain that this 
is putting undue strain on muscles and tendons, which probably 
explains why she is still having pain, she does not believe me. Her 
way of walking feels normal to her. It is only the pain she feels that 
she considers to be a problem. 

Our stereotyped defense behaviors are played out through the instrument 
of our psycholocomotor system, but chronic fear and injury create a system 
that is badly out of tune and difficult to play. They also create a distortion 
in the mind’s perception of how we move and how we are, and this faulty 
self-perception propels us into further misuse. 

For social animals such as humans, our locomotor system offers 
another type of defense behavior that is often overlooked—the 
movements of our body communicate our defense strategy to oth- 
ers. Joan’s compressed pose is a message for me. (“I feel really bad.”) 
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Burleigh’s lowered neck and drooping tail and the act of lying 
down and rolling over is a message for the other dog. (“I’m weak; 
it isn't necessary to hurt me, I don’t plan to attack.”) The other dog’s 
curled lip and deep growl speaks a defensive message as well. (“im 
strong. Better not mess with me or Pil let you have it.”) 

The remarkable control we can exert over our many facial mus- 
cles gives us a subtle skill for defensive messaging. Shadings of attack 
(Hlustration 8-1), withdrawal (Nlustration 8-2), freeze {Illustration 8- 
3), and submit (Illustration 8-4) are evident on the countenances of 
all you meer, if you observe closely. 


The four faces of fear. 
Notice the subtle 
differences in eye focus 
and eye position, the 
differences in expression 
around the mouth and 
jaw, and the different 
wrinkle patterns in the 
forehead. 


8-1, Attack 


8-3, Freeze 8-4. Submit 
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Such expressions may take the form of a glimmer of surprise as 
an eyebrow lifts and lips part; a shadow of downward pull around 
the lower lip and chin; a brief clench of jaw muscles; a fixed stare. 
Ineffectual? Most of us can remember a stern expression on the face 
of a parent or teacher that made us lose our resolve, changing the 
course of our behavior. 

From the standpoint of survival among animals whose own kind 
may attack them, it is mere important to communicate our defense 
strategy to others than to be able to recognize it in ourselves. Not 
surprisingly, studies have shown that most of us are highly skilled at 
reading the subtle facial and postural cues of our species, but as any 
therapist will attest, oddly slow to perceive our own defense behav- 
ior and facial cues. 

Over decades, this defensive messaging becomes increasingly fixed. The 
once neutral, open expression of the child’s face hecomes etched with uncon- 
scious expressions of defense. 

There is another category of defense behavior worth noting. This 
is the change that chronic threat produces in mental alertness. 
Intriguingly, either end of the alertness specerum can indicate a 
threat response. At one end are those who become hyper alert. Such 
people are highly sensitive to the smallest events, both around them 
and within themselves, perpetually vigilant for signs of threat and 
quick to overreact. Although this may give a slight defensive edge 
under rare circumstances, it causes many other problems. 

At the other end of the spectrum are those who are easily dis- 
tracted and oblivious to events around them. They seem not fully 
awake and sometimes stubbornly unwilling to face a problem. Not 
perceiving the effects of their actions or the meaning of other peo- 
ple’s behavior, their defense seems to be, “I will deal with this best 
by not noticing it.’ This offers an occasional advantage also. Slow to 
behave defensively, such individuals are less likely to threaten oth- 
ers. But there is a large price to be paid for obliviousness. 

Whether hyper- or hypoalert, chronic activation of the amygdala produces 
maladaptive change in the mind's level of alertness. 


Bodily Sensation 


Let me recap the first tier of our defense: stimulus, appraisal, 
neurochemical change, stereotyped behavior, and bodily sensation. 
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These constitute the essential underpinnings of our detense system, 
do not require conscious awareness, and are common to vertebrates. 
The second tier: naming the feeling, creating a self-story, and con- 
scious choice, are largely the province of humans. Further, this sec- 
ond tier depends increasingly on our capacity to be aware of bodily 
sensation. Our sixth sense could be seen as the link between these 
two tiers, enabling us to move along a continuum—from uncon- 
scious biological processing and stereotyped defense behavior to 
ever-greater conscious awareness of our inner world, better under- 
standing of our thoughts and behaviors, and greater conscious 
choice. 

In sum, bodily sensation plays a dual role. Since bodily sensations 
bring us self-awareness, this is the source of our potential for greater 
choice and contro] over our behavior. But since this operates within 
us automatically, it never loses its power to trigger our amygdala, 
refueling our stereotyped behaviors. 

For example, our brain’s interpretation of sensory feedback (i.e., 
feelings, both physical and emotional) can be wrong. We can become 
so accustomed to the sensory stamp of our defensive behavior that 
we fail to feel it. As a result, we fail to recognize that our amygdala 
has perceived a stimulus as a threat, that we are experiencing the 
neurochemical changes of a threatened organism, and that self- 
defense is the motivating force beneath our actions. By blocking out, 
or becoming habituated to the feelings of our defense behaviors, we fail to rec- 
ognize that we are in a state of threat. 

We can nusjudge our felt experience. 1 have had students who 
mistook the sensation of a muscle tensing for that of a muscle 
relaxing. Jim confuses the feeling of strain in his throat for the cause 
of his injury rather than the symptom of his fear. Joan misinterprets 
the pleasurable sensations of her massage treatment as the cause of 
panic attacks, and so decides to discontinue them. By misjudging our 

feelings, we may overlook or mistake the cause of our symptoms. We may also 
misjudge the efficacy or appropriateness of a treatment. 

We can put our attention on the wrong sensation. We may focus 
on a pain in our knee, for example, while failing to feel that we are 
standing on one Jeg in a way that creates imbalance on the joint and 
surrounding tissues. Or we may focus on a physical or psychic pain 
to such an extent that our mind learns to exaggerate the perception 
of this feeling, while blocking out or diminishing our awareness of 
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other sensations. By overfocusing our attention on pain or other types of 
Sensations, we inadvertently magnify our perception of them, and so may fail 
to notice other important sensory inputs. 

We can recall our feelings for long periods of time, as our mind 
summons the sensation of remembered sensation. If you have spent 
several days on a boat, you have probably noticed that you felt the 
familiar feeling of rocking for days afterward. Contrary to popular 
myth, this sensation is not caused by the ongoing movement of fluid 
in the inner ear, since this fluid stops moving shortly after you return 
to land. The feeling of rocking is simply a remembered feeling. Peo- 
ple who have suffered from extreme pain—physical or mental—yearn to van- 
quish this from their memory. Somatic memory enables us to experience our 
trauma over and over and over again. 

We can mistakenly assume that any unpleasant feeling means dan- 
ger and should be avoided. Our Western culture is widely imbued 
with the simplistic idea that all uncomfortable sensations are bad and 
all pleasing sensations are good. As a culture we largely neglect to teach 
our young that it is possible to tolerate reasonable levels of discomfort with- 
out reacting in defense. In some cases this skill is an appropriate behavioral 
choice, but it needs to be practiced. 

Finally, as we will see next, we can focus our attention on the sen- 
sations that are produced affer we are triggered into a threat behav- 
ior (pounding heart and shaking muscles) while failing to notice the 
sensations that trigger it, 
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Anxiety and Performance 


Experiénce is not what happens to you; 
it’s what you do with what happens to you. 
—ALDOUS HUXLEY 


BRUCE IS A talented young pianist of medium height and 
build, with wavy brown hair and a boyish face. He tells me dur- 
ing his first lesson that he could never have a professional career 
because of his performance anxiety. 

“My muscles get shaky. I feel my heart pounding in my chest. 
It’s hard to breathe. E can’t concentrate. I get dizzy. I know I can’t 
do anything about this,” he adds, “but I thought I’d give the 
Alexander Technique a try. What the heck.” 

Bruce has now had ten lessons. Today is the first time I have 
asked him co play the piano. As I listen, I notice his skill and facil- 
ity at the keyboard. His locomotor coordination presents some į 
problems, but nothing too out of the ordinary. | 

Occasionally Bruce makes a mistake. I watch closely. Each time 
a finger misses a note his expression becomes more deterrmned.He $ 
purses his lips as a bulge of muscle presses outward along his jaw. 
His neck muscles tighten also, pulling his head back and raising his 
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shoulders. This tension spreads into his arms and 
hands. He holds his breath (Illustration 9-1). 

After a while I ask him to stop. Bruce turns his 
head to look at me, exasperation etched on his face. 
“Now you see what I’m talking about. I should 
have played this perfectly. I’ve practiced it a lot. But 
when I play in front of people I make stupid mis- 
takes. My fingers don’t do what I want. All I have to 
do is imagine someone watching me and I get these 
weird sensations in my body and I mess up. 

“Tve had this problem as far back as I can remem- 
ber. It’s getting worse. I had a judgmental teacher 
when I was young. I think that’s what caused it. I 
couldn’t ever play well enough to satisfy her.” 

“What things have you tried for this?” 

“I did yoga and learned breathing exercises. I 
exercise on the day of performance. Sometimes I take 
beta-blockers. They help, but they make me feel dis- 
connected. I can’t get as passionate about the music.” 

Pointing to one of the passages that gave him dif- 
ficulty, I ask Bruce to play it again. He has the same 


9-1. Bruce sitting with 
his arms poised for 
playing the piano. His 
shoulders are raised and 
his neck muscles are 
tight, pulling his head 
down toward his body. 
The muscles of his arms 
are tense and his fingers 
are stiff. 


problem. 

“What were you thinking about while you were playing? Can 
you say?” 

“I started thinking about that difficult section and hoping I 
wouldn’t make a mistake. I was thinking about it and trying to get 
ready for it. I had a teacher who told me to read ahead in the music 
and prepare myself in my mind for the hard parts.” 

“Were you thinking anything else?” 

“I was aware of you watching me, wondering what you'd think.” 

“Why don’t you play it again? See if there’s anything else that 
catches your attention. Take time to observe yourself and collect 
information about what’s happening within you, mentally and 
physically, as you play.” Bruce plays again and then stops. 

“Notice anything?” 

“I got more tense just before those tough measures.” 

“When you say that you got tense, what do you mean? How did 
you recognize that?” 

Bruce plays the passage again, stops, and then turns to me. 
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“I felt some tightening in my neck and throat before I got to 
those hard parts.” 

“What happened first? Was it thinking about the difficult parts 
or feeling the tension?” 

“Actually, it was the thought. A split second later I felt the ten- 
sion. But it was just the briefest flash of a thought. I don’t know if 
I could call it a thought exactly, but something changed in my mind. 
Then tension seemed to well up almost instantaneously. I felt it in 
my neck, It’s hard to describe. If I hadn’t had these lessons, Pd 
never have noticed.” 

“You're gathering important information, Bruce. Try another 
passage. 

Bruce plays a new section, Again he has difficulty. Shortly after- 
ward he stops and turns to me.This time his expression is not as seri- 
ous. Instead he looks almost eager. 

“I was playing okay. Then I started thinking about that hard pas- 
sage and trying to get ready for it. Immediately I felt that tension 
in my neck again, then my fingers stiffened and I missed the notes. 
But it happened so fast. 

“That’s terrific, Bruce. You're learning to recognize the moment 
that your thinking triggers you into fear. This is what leads to 
those weird sensations in your body that you call performance 
anxiety. If we can get a better handle on when it begins, we have 
something we can work with, Play again.” 

As Bruce plays, I notice him increasing his tempo. Shortly after- 
ward he makes another mistake. He scops playing immediately and 
turns to me.“ You know what happened this time?” 

“What?” 

“I was playing well. Then I had the thought that I was playing 
well, and I got tense and messed up. I actually got more anxious and 
tense because I was thinking about how well I was playing!” 

“This is another great observation, Bruce. You're learning to 
notice the connection between when your thinking goes off track— 
and even thoughts like the fact that you're playing well can trigger 
fear—and the reaction this creates in your body that interferes with 
your coordination, physically and mentally. It’s the whole of you 
that’s affected by how you think, not just your fingers. It triggers 
neurochemical changes that interfere with your muscular coordi- 
nation as you play, and make it harder for you to keep your mind 
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on what you're doing. In turn, you're more likely to think in a way 
that causes you to trigger more fear. It’s a vicious circle.” 

Bruce looks out the window. Without turning his head he says, 
“Tve been causing this problem in myself, haven’t 1?” 


Naming the Feeling, Creating a Seif-Story 


Our mind gathers our bodily sensations into a self-comsiruct—a 
concept of a self that is “me.” This can be likened to a mirror in the 
mind, which forms an image from bodily inputs that is reflected 
onto our awareness. When this self-construct is combined with our 
capacity to think in words, now we can speak about this self, reflect 
on it, and observe its behavior. Our capacity to think with words can 
be likened to a second mirror, positioned facing the first. Language 
enables us to reflect on the reflection. Now the self-image bounces 
back and forth, from one to the other, virtually without end: We can 
reflect on our reflection. We can see our selves in the act of seeing 
our selves. We can identify a particular feeling as mine, choose to 
focus our attention on it, describe ic, and think about it again and 
again. How we think about our feelings also generates more feelings. 

More important, the mind infers meaning from these self- 
reflections: “I’m feeling out of sorts. Maybe it’s from that phone con- 
versation I had last night.” 

We also make decisions based on this meaning: “It must be 
because of that phone conversation. I’m not going to talk on the 
phone at night anymore.” 

Together, our powers of self-construction and self-reflection are 
a formidable combination. They give us an enormous edge over 
other animals. But unbeknownst to us, our mirrors can become 
flawed. Our sensory awareness can be incomplete and inaccurate. 
The meaning we ascribe to a feeling is only a best guess. And words 
are symbols, approximations of our state of being. Over the course 
of our lives our mirrors become more and more warped, creating 
and reflecting images of our selves to our selves that are ever more 
distorted. 

Since we have a vast supply of words with which to name and 
describe our feelings, our choice of words is often inconsistent. It 
may also be misleading. Today you might say that you feel worried, 
but next week the same sensation might cause you to say you feel 
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tired or depressed. The feelings that you call anxiery someone else 
might call exhilaration. We do not use the same words, reliably and con- 
sistently over time, to identify a particular feeling—either fo ourselves or in 
communication with others. And two people may name the same feeling 
differently. 

The rich vocabulary of our inner life of sensation—especially the 
feelings we speak of'as emotions—leads us to believe that there are 
as many emotions as there are words to describe them. We think of 
our feelings/emotions as if they were problems in themselves to be 
discussed, analyzed, and managed like misbehaving children. But 
feelings/emotions are not words, things, or beings. As we experience 
them through our awareness, they are only gossamer glimpses of the 
continually changing state of our organism. Words are a further 
reflection of this image, twice removed from the actual moment 
when our amygdala is activated into defense, a mechanism of which 
we have no conscious perception. The sensations of our emotions, specif- 
ically fear and anxiety, are an unintended consequence—the shimmering 
aftereffeet of the amtygdala’s activation—that reverberate upward to our 
awareness like waves after a pebble breaks the water’s surface. 

In the case of uncomfortable or painful feelings we often seek a 
diagnosis, using more words to name our condition: Joan has panic 
attacks; Jim has a vocal problem; Ed has fibromyalgia; Bruce has per- 
formance anxiety. But diagnosis connotes disease and all that this 
implies. We assume that some type of medical treatment is required 
and that only a physician or medical professional can help us. 
Although many of the problems and conditions created by our self- 
driven anxiety are painful, and can seriously undermine our health 
and create behaviors over which we have little control, they are not 
really medical problems. There is no invading microorganism. There 
is no sudden trauma. There is no congenital disorder. There is only 
an endlessly self-reflecting and distorted image in our minds, which holds sur- 
prising power to influence our behavior and shape our inner life. 

We also use words to create self-stories, sometimes of amazing 
complexity, in a further effort to make sense of the multitude of 
bodily sensations we experience, especially disturbing sensations 
such as fear and anxiety. Our stories lend a sense of cohesion to dis- 
parate feelings, but we fail to recognize that they are a straw house 
built of partial understanding, distortion, and guesswork. They are 
a skewed frame of reference, yet they become ever more solidified 
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in our mind as beliefs that hold us in their grip, limiting our think- 
ing and narrowing our behavioral choices. These beliefs are like a 
snapshot of the reflection in the mirror, a picture that we carry for- 
ever in our mind as true—how it is and how it must be. Because of 
these beliefs, we not only confine ourselves to living in a single 
room, we believe ourselves to be locked in. 

Bruce has performance anxiety, he says, because of a judgmen- 
tal teacher when he was young. Believing that his performance anx- 
iety is caused by events in the past, and since these events cannot 
possibly be changed, it follows in his mind that his performance anx- 
iety is immutable. Ed does not know why he has fibromyalgia. No 
one does. But he has created a complex story explaining why he 
must avoid each of many associative triggers. Seeking whenever pos- 
sible to avoid these triggers, he lives in a smaller and smaller world, 
self-filtering any new experiences that might provide him an oppor- 
tunity to discover the flaw in his belief. Ed believes he is locked in 
his room, and never tries the door. 

Our beliefs not only limit our thinking, they steer us in the wrong 
direction. We may pay more attention to our beliefs than to what 
is actually happening within us and around us in the present 
moment. We become oblivious to important information that 
might disprove our beliefs. Only feelings and experiences that really 
hit us over the head get our attention. The subtle cues of back pain, 
for example, do not jibe with our belief that we are strong and 
healthy. It is easy to ignore these feelings, at least until the day that 
we bend over, feel a sudden shooting pain, and cannot stand up. We 
also fail to notice the subtle inner dialogue of beliefs that we recite 
to ourselves, triggering our fear, and notice instead only the sensa- 
tions of anxiety that are the result. 

Bruce’s mind is focused on his feelings of performance anxiety 
(beating heart, queasy stomach, shaking hands), but these are the by- 
products of his amygdala’s activity. Over time he has become increas- 
ingly reactive, ever more fearful of his feelings of fear. Bruce can tell 
me his diagnosis and describe his anxiety in detail. He can recount 
his self-story, which has become a strongly held belief about his con- 
dition and what has caused it. But he has not noticed that his 
thoughts and beliefs are fueling his fear. 

In sum, the dual mirrors of self-perception and self-reflection are 
by nature imprecise, and may become increasingly warped over time 
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through acquired patterns of poor locomotor coordination, as well as 
through further pain, injury, and other traumatic experiences. This 
incomplete and skewed self-image is further distorted by what we say 
to ourselves about ourselves (and what we tell others) and becomes 
ever more embedded in our mind as belief, which we regard as truth. 


Conscious Chaice 


Self-awareness and self-reflection can be used to give us another 
option. We can think about our behavior and consciously choose 
another. We da not have conscious choice over the amygdala’s 
decision to appraise a given stimulus as a threat; once this happens, 
we are propelled into behaviors of defense. But we can become 
aware of our overt behavior and decide to select another. We have 
some conscious choice. 

After Ed left his lesson, } did not think it likely he would call 
again, I knew I was telling him something that challenged the story 
he had created to support his defense behavior. He responded as I 
expected, in defense of his defense. But a year later I picked up the 
phone one day, and Ed was on the line asking for another appoint- 
ment. I asked him how he had been. 

“After I saw you I gave some thought to what you said. I started 
seeing a physical therapist. I told him I wanted to strengthen my 
arms. He gave me some exercises. At my appointment last week, he 
told me I’ve significantly increased my strength since last year.’ There 
was an unmistakable tone of pride in Ed’ voice as he added, “I 
thought it was a good time to come back and see you.” 

The good news is that through conscious choice we can change 
our defense behavior. Admittedly this is difficult when we are 
under the duress of a fear reaction, but sometimes we can stop, 
reframe our situation in our mind, and make a different choice, 

The bad news is that this may only amount to swapping one 
defense behavior for another, when neither is particularly benefi- 
cial. Further, it does not alter the driving force behind our defense 
behavior, which as we have seen often comes from our own barely 
conscious thoughts and feelings. Selecting a different behavioral 
response is an option and may be helpful, but it is not entirely a solu- 
tion. It only gives us the opportunity to alter our behavior at the far 
end, after we have been triggered into defense. 
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Is there a way of changing what happens at che beginning? Can 
we learn to stop the stream of stimuli we send to our amygdala, thus 
lowering its activity? 

Through his lessons Bruce is learning to recognize the feelings 
and thoughts that trigger him into his fear reaction. He is learning 
to recognize that the mirrors in his mind and the beliefs he has 
formed from them are distorted. Gradually he is developing more 
accurate self-perception. He can perceive that he is causing his 
problem and when he is doing it. Armed with these insights, he is 
ready to repair the mirrors. He is ready to learn the skills of self- 
correction, 
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Attention, Awareness, : 
and Conscious Inhibition 


Ta get what you want, stop doing whai isn't working. 
—EARI. WARREN 


BRUCE, PART.TWO .._. 


i 

Bruce, FD LIKE you to try something. This time as you play, 
whenever you notice either your mind wandering—thinking 
about me, the difficult parts, or how well you're doing—or if you 
simply notice a feeling of tension in your neck and shoulders, I'd 
like you to think to yourself, Pm not playing the piano.” 

Bruce's head swivels toward me as he raises his eyebrows. “You 
want me to think, Pm NOT playing the piano? What's the point ; 
of that?” i 

“Yes, | know this sounds strange, but bear with me for a 
moment. When you play those hard passages you feel tense and 
anxious, right?” l 

Bruce nods his head. ; 

“How about when you walk down the street? Do you have | 
performance anxiety then?” 

Bruce’ face expands into a grin. “Of course not.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because I'm not playing the piano!” he answers, exasperated. 
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“That's right. If theres no piano, there’s nothing to fear. What 
about when you simply sit at the piano with your hands in your lap?” 

Bruce turns to face his music again and puts his hands on his 
thighs. He is silent. After a moment he turns back to me. “I’m feel- 
ing more anxious,” he says softly. 

“This is my point. The piano is a trigger. You aren’t aware of it, 
but just by sitting at the piano in a sense your brain is already think- 
ing, Pin going to play the piano. All you have to do is sit at the piano 
and at some level your mind knows what you’re going to do as well 
as what might happen.” 

“Make a mistake?” Bruce says, finishing my thought. 

“You've got it. Your mind has learned to associate making mis- 
takes with the piano itself. You don’t have to touch the keys. See- 
ing the piano is a stimulus that your brain perceives as a threat, 
triggering an array of fear reactions, some of which ate fed back to 
you as certain sensations. Then you recognize these and say you feel 
anxious. 

“Let’s shift gears and try a slightly different experiment. I want 
you to sit facing the piano with your hands in your lap. Notice those 
feelings of anxiety, but tell yourself you're not playing the piano, 
Silently repeat that thought in your mind a number of times and 
notice if the feelings of anxtety lessen. If they do, put your hands on 
the keys and notice what happens when you do that.” 

Bruce sits quietly at the keyboard, hands in his lap. He does not 
move or speak for several minutes. Then he puts his hands on the 
piano. 

“Well?” I ask, as he turns to look at me. 

“As I was sitting I was feeling a little anxious. Not a lot. I told 
myself I wasn’t playing so there wasn’t anything to worry about, and 
gradually I began to feel bettcr. Then I put my hands on the keys.” 

“What did you notice?” 

“My heart started pounding.” 

“Okay, that’s great, So seeing the piano is a trigger, and putting 
your hands on the keys is an even more powerful trigger. This is 
great. You're learning and observing a lot. Do the same thing again. 
Sit with your hands in your lap and think of not playing until you 
feel calmer. Then put your hands on the keys and notice your reac- 
tion, and say to yourself again, ‘I’m not playing the piano’ Leave your 
hands on the keys and repeat this thought for several minutes.” 
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Bruce faces the keyboard, his hands in his lap as before. After sev- 
eral minutes he puts his hands on the keys. He leaves them there for 
several minutes and then he puts his hands back in his lap. 

“What about this time?” I ask. 

“When I first put them on the keyboard I got really tense. I felt 
my head pull back and down and my neck stiffen. My arms felt 
heavier. It was hard to breathe. Then I told myself I wasn’t playing. 
After a while my body eased up. My arms felt lighter. I was breath- 
ing better.” 

“That's terrific, Bruce. You're learning to change how you are 
thinking and that is changing the tension level in your muscles, as 
well as your anxiety. 

“Now this ame, begin by repeating the first two steps: Think of 
not playing while your hands are in your lap, When you are calmer, 
put your hands on the keys and think of not playing as you rest your 
fingers on the keyboard. When you're feeling better, go ahead and 
play, but as you're playing, whenever you notice 


10-1. Bruce sitting with 
his arms poised for 
playing while he thinks of 
not playing. There is less 
tension in his neck 
muscles, which allows 
his neck to lengthen 
upward and his head ta 
move forward and up, His 
shoulders are wide apart, 
his arms are looser, and 
his fingers have 
lengthened. 


yourself reverting back to the old thoughts or 
tensions, stop playing and just leave your hands 
on the keys. Don’t take them off the piano. 
Leave them on the keys and think, I’m not play- 
ing. When you are feeling calmer, resume play- 
ing again. 

“I want you to stop playing each time you 
notice your thoughts wandering, your muscles 
tensing, or those feelings of anxiety creeping in. 
Even if it’s only a note or two after you’ve just 
resumed playing. Each time you stop take as 
much time as you need. There's no hurry to 
begin again. Think of not playing. Wait until 
those feelings of anxiety fade away completely. 
Got it?” 

Bruce nods, places his hands on his lap, waits, 
and then puts them on the keyboard. He stops 
again for a short while and then begins playing. 
Soon afterward he stops. After a minute he begins 
again. Then he stops once more, waits silently, and 
begins again. He continues playing, stopping and 
starting, for about ten minutes. Gradually his neck 
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and shoulder tension eases (see Illustration 10-1). He stops less 
often, his tempo evens, and he makes fewer mistakes. 

When he takes his hands off the keyboard I ask, “What did you 
notice this time?” 

Bruce does not answer immediately, but continues looking 
intently at the keys.“That was really interesting,” he says slowly.“ At 
first 1 had to stop a lot but it got better toward the end. My mind 
didn’t wander as much. I was worrying less. And 1 felt better. This 
is making me realize how often I lose my attention when I’m play- 
ing. One moment it’s there, the next moment it’s somewhere else. 
I don’t think I’m really thinking about the music that clearly, espe- 
cially since I know this piece so well. As soon as my thinking shifts 
and goes off track, something changes physically. I can sense that 
now. Somehow it makes the muscles in my neck and arms tighten, 
and I miss notes. 

“When I stopped, and thought of not playing as you asked, then 
I just seemed to get calm again, and my mind got back on track. | 
didn't feel like a runaway train. Each time I began again, my play- 
ing was a little better. My thinking was clearer. My fingers were 
more fluid.” 

“That's great, Bruce. You're making important connections to 
yourself as you are playing. It’s not just a matter of making the fin- 
gers hit the right keys at the right time. You have to connect with 
yourself—mind and body—thoughts, nrovements, and feelings. 

“This time you're going to begin by doing the same thing. Stop 
playing when you notice the tension building or your thoughts 
wandering. Just leave your hands on the keyboard and think of not 
playing. Then when you're feeling calmer, continue thinking to 
yourself that you're not playing as you resume playing. 

“That doesn’t make sense,” Bruce interrupts, “How can 1 play 
while I’m telling myself Pm not playing?” 

“I know this sounds nonsensical, but it’s easy. You can play as you 
think to yourself that a hard passage is coming up and that you might 
make a mistake, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Now you're going to play as you think to yourself that you're 
not playing.” 

Bruce shakes his head, but turns back to the keyboard and places 
his hands in his lap. After a minute he puts his hands on the keys and 
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stops. After several more minutes he begins to play. Periodically he 
stops again, leaves his hands on the keys, and then resumes. After 
about ten minutes of stopping frequently, he continues playing 
uninterrupted. I notice now that his fingers are more fluid and con- 
fident. His tempo is even. There is a new energy in his sound, as if 
he is poised on the top of a wave, feeling the wave’s power surging 
beneath him and confidently drawing from it, letting it carry him 
forward while he pushes against it. There is a quality of connection 
and strength in Bruce’s playing, yet he looks relaxed and calm. 

After he finishes the piece, Bruce turns toward me. His expres- 
sion shows his pleasure. “That felt great!” 

I meet his smile with my own. “Bruce, that time your playing gave 
me goose bumps.” 

Bruce looks back at the keyboard, pulled by the memory of this new 
sense of power and connection within himself. Still smiling, he says, 
“If 1 keep practicing this way I think I can turn this thing around” 


Conscious Inhibition 


The process I am engaging in with Bruce is designed to help him 
notice subtle bodily sensations and shifts in his mental attention that 
he has not perceived before. He is learning to identify the initiat- 
ing triggers of his fear. The earlier lessons have aided this process 
by teaching him to restore a better overall locomotor coordination 
as he plays. He has been learning to shed muscle tension that 
marred his ability to perceive what he was doing. Now that he can 
more readily recognize his initiating triggers, I have asked him to 
stop whenever he notices this happening and insert a new 
stimulus—the thought of not playing. 

Bruce reacted to this idea just as most students do. “What? Why 
would I do that? That doesn’t make any sense,” they invariably say. 

To think of not doing something sounds strange. To think of not 
doing an activity while we are actually doing it sounds impossible. 
Yet when Bruce tried it, he experienced surprising changes. He 
found himself feeling calmer, less distracted, and less tense. His fin- 
gers moved more smoothly and he made fewer mistakes. 

Bruce is learning to think in a manner that is, essentially, cancel- 
ing his message to his amygdala:“I’m not playing, so there’ no need 
to send the alarm.” By changing what he is thinking in this way, he 
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is changing how his mind is behaving. Since his thoughts can stim- 
ulate his amygdala to produce ‘anxiety, they can also lessen or pre- 
vent this stimulus, and so indirectly alter his neurochemistry and 
defense reaction. This is not conscious choice but conscious inhibition. 
It is the ability to cease unwanted activity in the organism at a neurologi- 
cal level through conscious thought, which in turn changes the organism's 
activity at a larger, behavioral level. 

In part 3, we will explore conscious inhibition, beginning with a 
story about my own exploration into this vital skill. T will also draw 
from recent research in neuroscience to help us better understand 
inhibition’s physiological basis. Then we will look at this skill in 
action: Chapter 13 recounts the story of how I taught my ten-year- 
old son conscious inhibition to help him keep his eyes on the ball 
to improve his batting. We will return to Erin in her lessons as she 
is learning to inhibit to reduce muscle tension and improve the func- 
tioning of her locomotor system. Finally, in the self-experiments at 
the end of part 3, you will have an opportunity to learn this vital skill. 
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A Fine Day in London 
with Nothing to Feel 


O day and night, but this is wondrous strange! 
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 


Oe BEAUTIFUL JULY afternoon I arrived at 18 Lans- 
downe Road in London for an Alexander lesson with Wal- 
ter Carrington, a world-renowned teacher of the Technique. He 
ushered me into his teaching room. I recall standing in front of 
the chair, alternately eyeing the familiar objects around me and 
gazing out the window as his hands spilled across my back and 
shoulders. We chatted the entire lesson as Carrington’s hands 
gently urged my muscles to give up their hold on my bones, Mov- 
ing me in and out of the chair, up and down, again and again, he 
was reshaping me in ways that I could only dimly comprehend. 
I noticed my ribs moving more readily, rhythmically drawing my 
breath in then powerfully releasing it out again. My back was fan- 
ning open. My feet were releasing their clamp on the floor. 

What was keeping me upright? 

All the while some mysterious infusion seemed to shift my 
mind from its typically harried, crowded state into quiet, open 
space. 

None of this seemed particularly unusual. It was just another 
fine lesson from my teacher that produced the familiar experience 
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of becoming looser and lighter as if shedding a decade from my 
sinews. My first awareness that something was discinctly other-than- 
usual occurred hours later in the middle of the night. I awoke and 
felt the muscles in my lower back—my former dancer’s narrow, steel- 
cabled back—letting loose. It felt as though I was peeling open and 
spreading, then falling, weightless. Since I had never felt anything like 
this before, I tried staying awake to experience the sensation a bit 
longer, But sleep soon arrived, followed too quickly by the insistent 
buzz of the alarm. 

Rolling over in bed to begin the day, my first conscious thought 
was that the sensation of release in my muscles was gone. But I had 
a vague sense that something else was absent as well, as though I had 
fallen asleep at a large party and wakened to find everyone gone. 
What was it? I stood up and walked into the bathroom, consider- 
ing an array of possibilities. Then realization dawned. I was not only 
missing the sensation of muscular release in my back, I was missing 
sensation entirely. 

Where did my body go? 

I glanced quickly in the mirror and grinned from sheer relief as 
I saw my face reflected back to me. Yet as I did this, there was no 
answering echo of bodily feeling, telling me I had performed the 
movement. I was not experiencing a feeling of numbness, but 
rather of emptiness. When I closed my eyes it seemed as though my 
lifelong companion, my body, had disappeared. Unsure what to do 
I began scanning internal systems, like a pilot checking his instru- 
ments before takeoff. Vision? That’s okay; I can see myself in the mir- 
ror. Hearing? I’m aware of the traffic in the street. Thinking? I know 
who I am, where I am, the date and time. Now what? 

“Just keep doing what you usually do,” an inner voice suggested. 
So I dismissed the waves of alarm that were lining up in my mind 
like soldiers on parade and started downstairs for breakfast. But as 
I began to walk, I became aware of a strange sense that | was not the 
one working the controls in myself, Something else within me 
seemed to be dictating the precise bend of my legs, the counter- 
balancing swing of my arms, the upward poise of my head on my 
neck. There was no feeling of pressure on my feet as I stepped. I 
briefly wondered if my body had been occupied in the middle of 
the night by some strange alien with a special skill for operating the 
controls to my body. 
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Later chat day, walking along the London streets, I glanced down 
to see if my body was still there. I did not know I was moving 
except by the reassuring sight of buildings disappearing as L passed 
them. There were a few small sensations like the wind blowing 
across my face and through my hair, but the internal cues of a body 
in motion were switched off. I decided to take longer strides than 
what this alien force within me was prescribing. Sensations sud- 
denly began flooding through me again as “muscles” seemed to 
spring into action to do the work of moving my “body.” [ short- 
ened my stride. Immediately some other force seemed to reel me 
back in and take command, as my physical self all but evaporated 
from my mind. 

It appeared I had a choice: I could decide to take over the con- 
trols if I wished and return to my old habits of moving and the bod- 
ily sensations that accompanied it. Or I could allow myself to be 
moved by this other force, remain within the invisible boundary of 
a previously unknown but marvelous new coordination of myself, 
and let the layers of feelings fall away. It was not a hard decision. I 
was fascinated and thrilled by this improbable release from sensa- 
tions gusty winds. Without my feelings distracing me, my mood was 
calm. My mind was alert. It was as if 1 had been living for years next 
to a highway, oblivious to the noise of cars speeding by, and then one 
day moving to the country and discovering silence for the first time. 
My mental screen was blank. The water was clear. 

This strange phenomenon lasted for almost a week and then 
faded. I did not understand what had happened to me, yet I felt cer- 
tain that the memory of my experience would return and gradu- 
ally reveal its meaning. For the present I was satisfied with a simple 
sense of awe. As I described it to a friend, it was as if I had found 
an old lamp and, rubbing it, had summoned a genie who presented 
me with a priceless gift: a glimpse, not of my future, but of a poten- 
tial within myself I had never known. 

I began to appreciate how deeply attached I was to the feeling 
of my muscles working. My muscle tension reassured me that I 
existed, created my belief in my need to try harder, told me that I 
was in fact doing and trying as 1 believed I should. I could see my 
error now, the hairline fracture in the struts of my logic. It was all 
so unnecessary. I had been released not just from my tension but 
from my belief about its necessity and importance. It was not so 
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much that I thought of myself as different, I tried eagerly to explain 
to my friend; it was that my self was able to think differently. 

Over the succeeding months I scanned my mind for answers, 
hoping to recapture the experience. As I did, long-unanswered 
questions and worries about my teaching arose as well. Why was I 
frequently more tired and tense after teaching? Why did I feel a 
peculiar sense of anxiety as I waited for my students to arrive? I 
knew my students were learning a lot, but why didn’t they magi- 
cally release from the contact of my hands as I did beneath Car- 
rington’s? With each passing day it seemed I was moving further 
away from my experience in London, not closer to it. 

In time [ began to see that my lesson with Carrington had 
enabled me to let go of unnecessary tension as never before. His 
hands had helped me to achieve a new level of inhibition in myself. 
What else could explain the phenomenal late-night release in my 
musculature? And the astonishing new ease with which I moved? 

With the memory of my London experience shining like a bea- 
con in my mind, it seemed likely that the solution to my questions 
boiled down to one essential—namely, that I did not understand and 
practice conscious inhibition well enough. I concluded that this skill 
held the potential for producing greater physiological and psycho- 
logical benefits than E had realized. I became determined to unlock 
its secrets—to learn how to use this skill consciously and consis- 
tently, so that I could recreate these marvelous changes for myself. 
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Discovering the 
Thinking Mind 


We are not what we know, 


but what we are willing to learn. 
— MARY CATHERINE BATESON 


Q parene FOR CLUES, I reread Alexander's story of 
discovery, “Evolution ofa Technique?! Observing himself in 
the mirror, he saw that each time he had a thought of speaking 
his muscles tensed excessively. Then he told himself not to speak 
and his tension melted away. I contrasted Alexander’s account 
with what has been distilled and passed on to succeeding gen- 
erations of Alexander teachers and students. We say that when 
we are aware of a stimulus that triggers us to react, inhibition lets 
us stop and think again. It creates a window in time through 
which new choices can emerge. It enables us to decide to do 
something else. 

We may decide to go for a walk, for example, but then by 
inhibiting we may decide not to go and stay home. We may 
notice our muscles tightening and decide not to tense them. We 
may notice when an emotional reaction wells up, like an urge to 
yell at someone perhaps, and then think better of the impulse and 
take a deep breath instead. 

Now I realized that this explanation was insufficient. Alexan- 
der did not just decide to speak or not to speak. He thought of not 
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speaking and, by his own report, he thought this thought over and 
over again. 

I pored over written accounts by Alexander's students of their 
lessons. Writing in his diary in 1952, Goddard Binkley recalled 
Alexander emphasizing “how important it is to grasp the princi- 
pal of non-doing [inhibition] ... [and that he] had racked his brain 
for a long time over the question of what was the best way to get 
this across to pupils.”? Binkley also reported Alexander telling 
him, “I spent days, months, years practicing inhibition. I had no one 
standing by my side telling me what not to do. I kept it up, until 
one day I got up out of my chair without effort. I just shot right 
up?” And on another occasion, “This is the principle of the whole 
work—not to do something but to think. We redirect our activity 
by means of thought alone. This principle is the hardest of all to 
grasp. People just don’t see it. Yet we know that it works. Ic is 
demonstrable.’ 

If inhibiting were only a matter of deciding to do something else, 
I thought, surely Alexander would not need to “rack his brains” try- 
ing to figure out how to explain it to his students or spend so long 
practicing it. 

Was there something different about the way he thought of nor speaking 
that produced his dramatic vocal recovery? If so, why did his thinking suc- 
ceed whereas my own seldom did? 

I decided to follow Alexanders example. Sitting in a chair I 
repeated to myself, “Tm not standing up.” Ac first I felt embarrassed. 
What nonsense was I engaged in? Then I began to feel an inner 
readiness draining from my muscles—tension I had not realized I 
was holding until I felt it melt away. My breathing deepened. I felt 
more balanced and at ease. L had not decided to stop doing a spe- 
cific ching and then to do something else. I had simply sac, unmov- 
ing, thinking my thought of not standing. Was it possible for a 
thought such as this to produce a physical change—a change that 
was both beneficial and unexpected? I had not decided to make my 
muscles release, How did it happen? 

Muscle activity requires nerve activity, T reasoned, since muscles 
do not operate without a signal and the signal is sent via nerves and 
begins in the brain. This meant that by thinking words such as “I'm 
not standing,” 1 was changing nerve and brain activity. This was a 
simple line of logic and a small beginning, yet it left me with a sense 
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of unease. | was being pushed off my comfortable perch of certainty 
like a boulder in a mudslide. I was on unfamiliar ground. 

This new ground was neuroscience and recent research into the 
mind and consciousness. Books by Damasio, Hobson, Ramachan- 
dran, Goldberg, and others began to line my shelves. I became fas- 
cinated by research on the brain’s frontal lobes, especially the 
prefrontal cortex, an area of the brain above the eyes in the front 
of the skull. Scientists have learned that in evolutionary terms, this 
is our brain’s newest area, It is also the region that develops latest as 
we grow, not coming fully online until we reach our early twenties. 

Significant advances in technology have brought brain-imaging 
techniques such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) 
and positron emission tomography (PET).These produce pictures 
of the brain in activity. As subjects are asked to perform a task, pre- 
cise areas of the brain become redder in color as metabolic activ- 
ity is increased due to increased blood flow. Other areas shift to 
green and purple as metabolic activity is decreased, indicating less 
activity and blood flow. These images enable neuroscientists to link 
a task that a subject is asked to perform with the area of the brain 
that is used to perform it. This has helped scientists learn that the 
prefrontal cortex is like the conductor of the orchestra. It does not 
play an individual instrument so much as it oversees the activity of 
the whole.’ 

For example, the prefrontal cortex is vital for performing such 
tasks as planning and thinking ahead, being aware of our body and 
what we are doing, regulating our mood and, significantly, control- 
ling impilses—that is, inhibiting unwanted, unnecessary, or inap- 
propriate urges, thoughts, and actions as they arise in the mind. It 
also helps prevent the mind from randomly shifting attention from 
one stimulus to the next.* 

Research into behavioral disorders, such as attention deficit dis- 
order (ADD), hyperactivity disorder (HD), or both (ADHD) using 
brain scans has shown that individuals with these disorders have 
lower levels of metabolic activity in the prefrontal cortex than nor- 
mal subjects, This means that such individuals are less able to con- 
trol impulses such as hyperactivity, emotional outbursts, and mental 
distraction. Further evidence for the importance of the prefrontal 
cortex in controlling impulsive behavior has been shown in stud- 
ies of people who are highly aggressive. Many of these people have 
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suffered frontal lobe damage, often caused by birth trauma or head 
injury, and. their brain scans show a diminished level of activity in 
the prefrontal cortex.’ 

For those with ADD and ADHD, stimulants such as Ritalin and caf- 
feine can reduce symptoms because they supplement low levels of 
neurotransmnitters such as dopamine and serotonin that boost the 
metabolic activity of this area of the brain.’ (Perhaps this explained why 
{ could not balance my checkbook before my morning cup of tea!) 

Research on the prefrontal cortex by Hanna Damasio, neurosci- 
entist at the University of Iowa College of Medicine, has produced 
strikingly different images of brain activity when subjects are asked 
to think happy thoughts as opposed to depressed, worried, or anx- 
ious thoughts. The brain scans of those thinking happy thoughts 
show an increased metabolic activity in the prefrontal cortex. By 
contrast, each of the others shows increased activity in lower, sub- 
cortical areas of the brain. 

An interesting study using brain scan techniques has shown a dif- 
ference in brain activicy between amateur and professional musi- 
cians. When the amateurs played their instruments, the motor 
cortex (for movement) lit up, brightly red, on the images. When the 
professionals played, the auditory cortex (for sound) jumped into 
action. It appears that the two groups have learned to use their brains 
differently as they play. The amateurs focus their mind on the motor 
activity aspect of their performance, deciding where to put their fin- 
gers and how to move them. By contrast, the professionals think 
about the sounds they want to produce. They are organizing their 
movements by putting their attention on creating this sound, rather 
than on doing specific movements in the body.” 

The implication of this study and others for the essential role that 
learning plays in determining brain function 1s striking. It appears that 
our higher, cortical brain activity is not as strictly determined by the 
chance of our genetic inheritance as previously thought. Learning 
plays a key role not just in what we chink, but also in kow we think.“ 
in the Alexander Technique, we speak of our learned habits of mis- 
use, but in view of recent research, our physical habits could be more aan- 
rately described as outward reflections of an underlying use of ourselves that 
lies hidden from view—the learned use (or misuse) of the mind itself. 

Armed with these insights it seemed likely that Alexander's 
instruction to think of not speaking, or not standing, had achieved 
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its notable outcome because, like the professional musicians, his 
thinking was coordinated in a way that was different from my own. 
I had assumed that if I simply spoke his verbal instructions to myself 
the desired response would occur. But if my thought of non-doing was 
not constructed the same as his—if I was using my brain differently— 
then it followed that the outcome would be different, tao. 

Further, I reasoned, if those with ADD suffered from reduced 
inhibitory control due to lower metabolic activity in the prefrontal cor- 
tex, could there not also be differences in prefrontal activity in normal 
individuals? Might this be more common than previously considered? 
Ifit was possible to increase the metabolic activity of the prefrontal cor- 
tex simply by thinking happy thoughts, as shown in Damasio’s study, 
might it be possible to consciously increase the activicy level of the pre- 
frontal cortex, and thus improve inhibitory functioning? 

As | sorted through this array of information and speculation, I 
was struck by the coincidence that the prefrontal cortex is located 
forward and up within the brain itself, and that Alexander had 
specifically instructed his students to think, “forward and up.” Could 
it be that Alexander’s recommendation to think of the head forward 
and up was the means by which he had increased the activity of his 
prefrontal cortex, thus enabling him to better inhibit harmful ten~ 
sion that marred the functioning of his vocal mechanism? 

How could I find out if my own prefrontal activity was up to par? 
Could I learn, consciously, to improve its functioning? More to the 
point, how was I to find the answers to my questions without a 
highly skilled teacher—cr a brain scan—to guide me? 


THE ATTIC 


One day I was lying on my back on the floor (this is the semisupine 
position that you explored in section A) thinking to myself not to 
tighten my neck as Alexander instructed, when I became aware of a 
subtle quality of dropping downward in myself. Again I thought of not 
tightening nyy neck. Again I noticed my eyes dropping down, and a 
slight pulling sensation in my chest and throat. My breathing became 
more constricted, and my overall awareness seemed to be drawn 
inward, It seemed as if I was focusing all my attention on the specific 
part of my body—my neck—that I had just named in my mind. 
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Why did I do that? 

I repeated the instructions, The same downward shift of attention 
and inward response was triggered. 

Was it possible to think of not tensing my neck without producing this 
reaction? 

Since I did not know if this was inevitable, or what I could do 
to prevent it, I decided just to continue paying close attention to 
myself as I thought Alexander's instructions. Soon my awareness of 
the downward pull and inward focus became distinct. The reaction 
was small but unmistakable. 

Why hadn't I noticed this before? 

Several weeks later, I recalled the odd coincidence that Alexan- 
der advised thinking of the head forward and up, and that the pre- 
frontal cortex is located forward and up within the brain itself. I 
began wondering what a scan of my brain would show if I thought 
of my head forward and up on the top of my neck. 

Could such a thought possibly have an effect on my prefrontal cortex and 
how it functioned? 

Deciding to test this possibility, I imagined the forward and up 
area of my brain and thought of shifting my attention to that area— 
as if aiming a light forward and up in a darkened room. Shortly after- 
ward my eyes moved upward in their sockets, and I seemed to be 
more aware of both myself, and the room around me. Was [ imag- 
ining it or was I also feeling strangely lighter, as if a heavy cloak had 
been lifted from my body? 

I repeated the thought to not tighten my neck. The old, nnlla 
response came rushing back as my attention focused downward 
again, as though my mind was actively searching for my neck.Then 
I tried my new method, saying to myself, “Think of rising forward 
and up to your prefrontal cortex as you think of not tightening your 
neck.” Although I had an uneasy sense that I was not concentrat- 
ing hard enough, after a few moments my breathing deepened, my 
back muscles released, and a subtle feeling of expansion and light- 
ness spread through me. 

Intrigued, | experimented as I sat in a chair and told myself to let 
my attention shift forward and up. Then I told myself to think of not 
standing. Soon I experienced a sense of release and ease similar to 
what J had noticed lying down. Feeling more confident, I decided 
to go ahead and stand up. Instantly my old tension came rushing 
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back. I sat down again, repeated my thought of letting my attention 
rise forward and up to my prefrontal cortex and told myself to think 
of not standing. The tension melted away. 

Then I decided to stand again, and again the muscular effort 
returned. This time, however, I noticed that a fraction of a second 
before I started to move my mind seemed to shift gears. The 
moment I made the decision to stand my attention shifted down- 
ward, abandoning the thought of forward and up. My mind seemed 
to be focused on feeling my body. As I stood up, I also noticed a 
silent inner dialogue: “Don’t pull your knees together, that’s it, now 
don’t pull your head back; okay, remember to bend at your hips, keep 
your heels down; good, oops, don’t hunch your shoulders.” My 
efforts to think in this new way—shifting my attention upward as 
I told myself not to stand—evaporated as soon as I decided to 
move. Once I was in motion, my mind focused its attention on my 
body, trying to keep track of all my parts by feeling them, deciding 
what to do, and checking on what was happening. 

It seemed I had reached an impasse. I could decide to stand, 
respond with my usual downward focus and excess muscular ten- 
sion, and stand up. Or I could shift my attention forward and up, tell 
myself not to stand, and experience the tension falling away—but 
remain in the chair. 

Discouraged but stubbornly refusing to quit, I decided to make 
things easier for myself by moving just a part of my body. I lay down 
on my back again, and put my left leg on the floor. I bent my right 
leg at the hip and knee, placing my right foot on the floor near my 
pelvis. I decided to notice what happened as I thought of bending 
my left leg, and moved it into position alongside the right. 

The instant I made the decision to bend my leg, I felt an array 
of muscles tensing—not just in my left leg, but also in the mus- 
cles of my back, neck, and stomach. I repeated the movement 


12-1. Lying in 
semisupine and bending 
the right leg. Muscles are 
working unnecessarily in 
the neck, back, abdomen, 
and pelvis. 
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many times. Every time the same pattern of muscular effort was 
triggered (sec Illustration 12-1}. Surely this effort was necessary, | 
told myself. A leg has weight. It requires work to move it. 

But this much work? 

I told myself to aim my attention upward again. This time | imag- 
ined my brain like a house with several stories, and thought of this 
particular area of my brain—the prefrontal cortex—as my brain’s 
attic, the highest area within myself. told myself to shift my atten- 
tion upward again to my attic as I thought, over and over, ‘I am not 
moving my leg’’* Succeeding waves of heaviness rolled off my bones 
as muscles that I had not even known [ was tensing released their 
grip. But anxiety began rising within me, as tf to fill the void left by 
the absence of my tension. I was still at che same roadblock. 

How can I move my leg if T am telling myself not to move it? 

Then one day I realized that I believed | could not move my leg 
because when I thought of not moving and released my muscle ten- 
sion, my leg did not feel as if I could move it, By contrast, when I 
had the slightest thought to bend my leg, in an instant a familiar feel- 
ing of muscular effort arose again within me, alerting my mind that 
my leg was ready to move. At what seemed to be the same moment, 
my attention shifted downward (out of my “attic” and into my men- 
tal “basement”) and then I moved. But when I thought of not 
moving, there was no answering sensation of muscular readiness. 
Amid the bodily silence my mind filled in the blank—no feeling of 
leg, no leg to move. I felt as if 1 had entered a strange never-never 
land, where I had been commanded to row but did not have a boat. 

The next step, then, was to see if 1 could ignore this lack of sensa- 
tion, as well as the judgment that 1 made about its meaning. I had to 
think of not moving and move my leg, without needing to feel as if 
the leg was ready to move and triggering my belief that I could move. 

How do 1 do that? 

Recalling Alexander’ advice to spend lots of time inhibiting, I 
thought again of rising up to my attic, and repeated that I was not 
moving my leg. I further reminded myself that I had to make a com- 
mitment to follow through on my thought. This had to be an hon- 


* The concept of fearning to think from the attic is central to my theory of conscious inhi- 
bition. It is discussed at greater length at the end of this chapter. You will also have the oppor- 
tunity to learn this skill in the self-experiments, section C. 
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est trial—no thinking of not moving while subtly sabotaging my 
effort by getting ready to move and feeling my leg. So I spent long, 
frustrating sessions lying on the floor with my leg straight, think- 
ing of moving and feeling the tension rising up; then thinking up 
to my attic and not moving my leg; then forgetting my attic and 
deciding to move as I felt my tension rise up again; then erasing this 
effort with my inhibiting thought . . . but still not moving. 

Gradually, however, I seemed to be learning something. I began 
paying more attention to my thought of rising forward and up to my 
attic. I noticed more readily when my mind shifted down into what 
I was more readily recognizing as my mental basement, focusing on 
feeling the sensations in my body as if trying to locate their source. 
As I continued practicing, I became better able to notice when I 
stopped thinking of my attic, and to resume this thought. In time 
I had a new ability to know what I was thinking as I was thinking it. 
This was a significant discovery—that my thought of shifting my 
attention forward and up to my attic, and knowing that I was think- 
ing this thought, were not precisely the same. They were separate 
activities that needed to exist simultaneously. I had to both think of 
my attic and know I was thinking of it, as 1 thought of not moving. 

Gradually, a new awareness of my leg seemed to emerge in my 
mind. It arose not so much from the feeling of my leg but from 
somewhere deep in my mind as I thought the word “leg.” I did not 
have to go down to my mental basement, searching for the feeling 
of my leg. I could remain up in my attic, think of not moving, and 
summon the meaning of the word in my mind.” With this new, broader 
awareness, 1 seemed to experience a greater sense of myself as a 
whole, rather than as a collection of many parts. [ had a brief image 
of myself as a queen on her throne, waiting as her subjects (the 
meaning of my words) arrived to pay court. 

Now I became able to frame in my mind an intention to move. 
I was able to be aware that I wanted to move my leg without actu- 
ally deciding to do it. This intention was subtle, but critically differ- 
ent from my old way of deciding to do a movement. I knew what 
I wanted to do, but I did not decide to do it. 


* Lu use e this phrase to pikes to otie capacity. of the ion to lesen the meaning of words, and 
to transform this meaning into neurological activity that becomes embodied—that can affect 
us mentally, physically, and behaviorally. ] am not referring to specific synonyms for a given 
word bur to the subcortical processing of words in the brain. 
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12-2. Lying in 
sermisupine and bending 
the right leg while 
inhibiting. There is ne 
unnecessary work in the 
musculature. The neck 
and torso are lengthened 
and the pelvis is not 
rotated. 


I became so fascinated by tracking these subtle shifts in my 
mind’ attention, awareness, meaning, and intention that my leg— 
and the original task of bending it—lost its urgency. Then one day, 
while juggling these emerging skills, suddenly, without any con- 
scious decision or preparatory signal from my body, my leg bent and 
moved alongside my other leg (Illustration 12-2). More impressive 
was that there was not a glimmer of feeling of effort in the muscles 
of my neck, torso, back, or other leg as I moved. My body did noth- 
ing. This was an entirely new way of moving that seemed to require 
no effort. Astonishment is barely adequate to describe my reaction. 

How did this happen? 

Inumediately I doubted myself. L must have imagined it. Sum- 
moning my courage, I tried again. Muscular tension reasserted itself 
as a decision to move my leg scampered across my mind. Then I used 
my new skills. After about five minutes, my leg bent. My muscles 
did not react in anticipation and overeagerness, overshooting the 
mark with excessive effort. E had done the movement, yet it seemed 
I had not done anything! 

Over the succeeding weeks [ continued practicing. Then I tried 
lifting an arm. Each time 1 found myself marveling at this new way 
of moving my body. I felt giddy with a happiness that is hard to 
describe, born not of something funny but of the ridiculous: that 
moving my body could prove to be so much simpler and easier than 
I had ever imagined; that I had spent my life hauling around these 
heavy limbs, when in fact they were not heavy at all! 

I returned to the chair. Shifting my attention up to nay attic and 
telling myself not to stand, once again my tension arose within me, 
unbidden, like an overeager hostess offering platefuls of food to her 
sated guests. I reminded myself not to decide to do the movement or 
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to focus on a feeling, but to rise up to my attic and think of not stand- 
ing while summoning the meaning of these words in my mind. I 
reminded myself of my intention to move while also thinking of not 
moving. After I do not know how long, I stood up. I had not decided 
to stand and yet I stood. It did not seem real, but the face that I was 
standing was inescapable. My new way of thinking—-whatever was 
happening neurologically—was releasing me from the grip of my 
habits, enabling me to move in a way that was different from anything 
I had ever experienced before—except that it was remarkably simi- 
lar to what I had experienced in London. There was virtually noth- 
ing to feel,as some other force seemed to take charge and orchestrate 
my movements for me. At last I seemed to be redirecting my move- 
ments just as Alexander described, “by means of thought alone.” 


SURPRISES AND BELIEFS. 


I tried my new inhibitory skill while teaching and experienced an 
array of surprising benefits. I was less tired at the end of the day. 
Freed from my intense overfocus on feeling my body as I moved, 
[ was able to broaden my awareness, I was no longer giving all my 
attention either to myself or to my student. I had a new ability to 
be aware of both of us, simultaneously. I was more observant. I felt 
more balanced emotionally. Students’ problems did not bother me 
as much and I was less critical of myself. 

I began to better appreciate the importance of Alexander’s sug- 
gestion to inhibit with such broad, nonspecific instructions as “I'm 
not going to stand,” or “I’m not going to speak.” This was very dif- 
ferent from my previous method of giving instructions to myself 
about a particular part of my body that needed to stop doing a par- 
ticular thing. I had believed I could not inhibit successfully unless 
I knew which muscles were making my back tighten, for example, 
where they were located in my body, and the nature of their action 
so that I could tell myself, specifically, what they should do differ- 
ently. My way of knowing this had been to focus my attention on 
the feelings coming from my muscles. While this knowing-by-feeling 
did help in a fashion, it only improved the mechanics of the parts 
of myself. It did not produce an all-encompassing effect of effort- 
less motion throughout my whole body. 
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I noticed that this new way of thinking was also altering my role: 
1 stopped worrying about whether I had changed, and whether the 
way that I moved was correct. I worried less in general. I began to trust 
that a new way of coordinating my body would emerge by itself, since 
it seemed governed by something other than my conscious mind. I 
was released from my tendency to work too hard, trying to be right. 

Since my new way of thinking was having such an impact on my 
teaching and my use of myself, I wondered how else it might be 
applied. One night I was awakened from a deep sleep by a sharp 
spasm in my belly. Getting up to move did not help, nor did having 
something to eat, Returning to bed, I decided I had nothing to lose 
by experimenting. I thought of rising forward and up to my attic and 
said to myself,“I don’t know what is causing this, but perhaps in some 
way I am doing this to myself. Whatever it is that I am doing, I want 
to NOT do it.” After about ten minutes of repeating this thought I 
fell asleep. In the morning I realized with a jolt that, sometime in the 
middle of the night, my pain had completely disappeared.” 

The next day I was lying in semisupine nervously awaiting a new 
student. I went up to my attic and said to myself, “I’m not teach- 
ing today.” My prelesson anxiety faded away. 

On another occasion I found myself unable to sleep and worry- 
ing how I would manage the next day's schedule. “I don’t have any- 
thing to do tomorrow,’ I said to myself and drifted off to sleep. 

At another time I began suffering from acid indigestion. After a 
week of intermittent, increasing discomfort, I decided to try inhibit- 
ing. Í put myself'in semisupine and went up to my attic and thought, 
“I don’t know how I’m doing this to myself but I want to stop doing 
it.” I repeated this for about twenty minutes but there was no 
improvement. I decided not to expect an immediate change, but 
instead to spend time each day inhibiting this reaction in myself. On 
the third day my symptoms disappeared and did not return. 

Made miserable every spring by a sneezing, itchy nose and 
watery eyes, one day I noticed that when I woke in the morning 
my nose was clear, but a few minutes later—once I became aware 


* Į am not suggesting that conscious inhibition be a substitute for appropriate medical diag- 
nosis and treatment; I always recommend that students with any physical complaints be 
examined by a physician. I am attempting to show, however, that our manner of overfocusing 
our mind's attention on painful sensations seems to trigger the body to overreact in a way 
that compounds our experience of these sensations. 
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of the itching sensation in my nose—it became stuffed up again. 
Did I have a habit of reacting to the itch, once I became aware of it, 
in a way that was causing my nose to become stuffed up? I went to 
my attic and thought, “I’m not reacting to this itch,” I did this for ten 
minutes whenever the irritating stimulus became too great. While not 
disappearing entirely, gradually my allergic reactions diminished to the 
extent that I significantly reduced my use of antihistamines. 

These experiments and others taught me that I was all too fre- 
quently reacting to an array of sensations in my body—from the feel- 
ing of my muscles tensing as I moved to other pains and discomforts 
large and small that arose, day and night, in an unending stream. These 
sensations drew my attention. The longer they lasted, the more 
keenly my mind tuned to them, as it focused like a beam on the area 
of my body from which they arose.Then I reacted in a way that per- 
petuated and magnified them, like sound waves reverberating against 
invisible inner walls. In some way, I was making these feelings 
stronger and the problems that arose from them worse. 

During a period of high stress due to painful personal events, I 
practiced my inhibiting. I spent time every day lying on my back, 
reminding myself to go up to my attic, then telling myself not to 
react to the emotional pain I was experiencing, This was not repres- 
sion or denial. 1 knew what was happening and how I felt. 1 under- 
stood my difficulties. I was not trying to get rid of my painful 
emotions but rather net to react to them. My tendency to overfocus 
on these disturbing feelings made them grow in my awareness, like 
watching black clouds looming on the horizon. My nervous system 
became overcharged, unable to rest. This was unnecessary, I told 
myself, and I knew how to prevent it. 

I was rewarded for my practice with a greater mental clarity and 
calm than I had thought possible under the circumstances. I was 
able to sleep at night and maintain a relatively peaceful frame of 
mind during the day as I worked. The emotional intensity released 
its hold on my attention. There was a new flexibility in my men- 
tal state that allowed me to think of my problems from a different 
perspective. I noticed more readily when my mind reverted to its 
old habits, reattaching itself to sensations of pain, worry, and grief. 
Then I thought of inhibiting and unlocked the emotional clasp that 
held me. Knowing my difficulties, friends often asked, “How are 
you able to keep functioning?” 
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“Its the Alexander Technique,” I answered. 

Next I turned my attention to my students. Could I teach them what 
I had discovered? I watched them closely. As my students followed my 
instructions to “free the neck,” or to prevent a particular physical habit 
such as pulling the head back, or to think of not standing, I noticed their 
eyes move down as their attention zoomed inward to focus on a spe- 
cific part of their body. Their faces became more strained and serious. 
Although I was asking them to think of not doing anything, instead they 
were trying to feel, deciding what should change in their body, and 
doing something muscularly to try to change it. 

One day I asked a student to imagine his attention shifting “‘for- 
ward and up” within himself, as if turning on a light in the area of 
his mind above his eyes. It seemed a long shot, but I noticed his 
downward gaze shift up and out, and I felt tension release from his 
musculature. Encouraged, I cried again on my next student. This stu- 
dent had come to me complaining of severe neck tension. In the 
early lessons I could barely turn her head. Over several months this 
had improved only slightly. Then I taught her to rise up to her attic 
and think of not tightening her neck. 1 was able to turn her head 
with ease in a matter of seconds. 

Since then many other students have had similar, sudden releases 
of tension. Others have become lighter and easier to move. People 
with chronic pain have reported significant lessening of their pain. 
Still others have described themselves feeling calmer, less depressed, 
and sleeping better. A richer world of exploration has opened to 
them as they have learned to inhibit consciously and skillfully. 

Along with my success with this approach, however, I have 
encountered an unexpected challenge—the problem of belief. Few 
students believe me when I tell them that how they think can 
become a vital tool for reducing stress, remedying pain and injury, 
and enhancing their lives. Since they do not believe me, they do not 
fully engage in the process of learning to inhibit and so do not expe- 
rience the same results. Then they fail to discover that it is their belief 
that keeps them from experiencing inhibition’s rewards. 

A fascinating experiment published in the American Journal of Psy- 
chiatry studied patients with depression. Half were given antide- 
pressants, the other half a placebo. About the same number of 
patients in each group reported improvement in their symptoms. 
But follow-up brain scans gave a different picture. Those on placebo 
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showed increased activity in their prefrontal cortex. Those taking the 
antidepressants did not; their scans appeared the same as before tak- 
ing the medication." 

This study lends support to theories about the role of the pre- 
frontal cortex in regulating mood, But it has another important mes- 
sage. People who experience improvement in any of a variety of 
symptoms after taking a sugar pill have long been derided as vic- 
tims of a self-induced hoax. It now appears that such people are suc- 
ceeding where most of us cannot. Through their belief that they are 
on medication, they are rerouting their brain’s activity in healthful 
ways. They are not consciously deciding to do this. They have no 
awareness it is happening. What is the active agent? Their belief that 
they are taking a medication that will cure their problem. By tak- 
ing a pill, even a sugar pill, they are thinking differently; they are 
thinking of overcoming their symptoms. In turn, their mind appears 
to figure out how to realize this thought.” 

In an interesting epilogue to this study, when those on placebo 
who experienced improvement in their depression were told they 
had been on a placebo, their symptoms returned—all except for one 
individual, who correctly concluded that taking the pill caused 
him to think differently, which enabled him to overcome his depres- 
sion. He sustained his improvement. 

This study helps us understand how it may be that a mere belief 
can affect our health. The obstacle is not always in our genes, phys- 
iology, or in some noxious outside agent. It may be in our manner 
of thinking. The catch-22 in teaching students to inhibit is that, in 
order for them to experience its effectiveness they must believe that 
it can be effective, but often they are not willing to believe it can 
be effective until they have experienced its effectiveness. I suggest 
that they try suspending their disbelief and behave as ifit were true. 
Afterward, I assure them, they can readily return to disbelieving. 

Lf this does not shift their unyielding doubt I try another exper- 
iment. I ask my student to make a fist. As her fingers curl around 
her palm, I pose a question. “How did you do that?” My student 
does not reply. She has never considered the question. 


* T am not suggesting that we can cure all Wness simply by thinking. £ am attempting to 
show that recent research is shedding new ight on the connection between mind and body, 
and the increasing evidence for che mind3 capacity to hinder or enhance our health. 
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“Of course, we don’t have the whole answer to this, but we can 
say that at some point in your life you learned to understand the 
meaning of each of the words “Make a fist.” You didn’t understand 
their meaning when you were an infant. Then you learned to say 
the words to yourself in a precise way that decoded their meaning 
into neural signals that made the right connections to the right mus- 
cles so that your fingers bent when you asked them to. Your thought 
makes that happen. If you can learn to think to de something—to 
make a fist—you can learn to think rot to do something, You can 
think, Pm not making a fist. The thought of doing excites neurons to 
produce a muscular response. The thought of not doing can lessen the 
excitation of neurons to prevent a response. This is conscious mhibition. 
It is as important a capacity of the nervous system as excitation. In 
fact, it is more important. 

“Why is it so important?” | ask. “Stimuli are coming at you all 
the time, day and night, via all your sensory systems: eyes, ears, nose, 
bodily sensations, even your thoughts. These stimuli trigger nerves 
to fire. Once nerves are firing they also stimulate neurons to dou- 
ble back and restimulate the initial neuron in a self-regenerating 
loop. Our sensory systems act like a perpetual ‘go’ message. When 
we experience too much input, we become stressed. Our nerves 
can't stop firing. Our amygdala keeps working. We can’t relax and 
unwind, We can’t turn off. 

“In addition, your every movement requires that some muscles 
work, while others do not work (inhibition). When you cannot let 
go of your muscles at the appropriate moment as you move, your 
coordination is impeded. Then you only work harder in an effort 
to counter this self-induced resistance. 

“Conscious inhibition is the cheapest, safest, and simplest method 
available to countermand your nervous system's overactivity. It is the 
crucial first step to achieve a more skilled use of your body in 
motion. You don’t have to numb yourself with alcohol, take sleep- 
ing pills or drugs. You don’t have to go on vacation. You don’t have 
to spend long periods of time stretching muscles. You can con- 
sciously tell yourself to bring your attention forward and up to your 
attic to deactivate the tension and stress within you. It’s free, It’s avail- 
able anytime, anywhere. You have only to believe it is possible and 
practice it.” 
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IT HAS BEEN a long journey since the day I stood in Carrington’s 
teaching room enjoying my lesson and a fine summer afternoon in 
London. I had no idea then what was in store for me. Looking back, 
l see that I was perched on the crest of a wave, soon to be swept 
along by an experience I did not understand but could not ignore. 
It is no exaggeration to say this lesson changed my life. Since then, 
I have learned how to recognize the difference between rising up 
to my attic to think of inhibiting, and going down to my mental 
basement to focus on feeling. I can distinguish between deciding to 
do an action versus framing an intention to move in my mind. I can 
generate a fuller awareness of the whole of myself as I summon the 
meaning of words in my mind, And I have a new understanding of 
the role of belief in determining behavior. Our beliefs are not 
abstract ideas that we form, separate and apart from our physical self. 
They arise from the mind’s interpretation and extrapolation of 
sensory experience. Through inhibition 1 have learned to move 
more skillfully, and as a result I have become better able to change 
my beliefs. 

In the next chapter we will see how belief gets in my son’s way 
as he tries to hit a baseball, and how conscious inhibition helps him 
bat with startling success. 
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Believing Is Not Seeing 


Ninety-nine percent of the gare is half mental. 
—YOGI BERRA 


Yem MY SON, Jared, was nine years old he joined the 
Little League. It was not long into the season before he 
came home from practice one day crying in frustration, 

“What’s wrong?” | asked. 

“I struck out every time at bat.” 

“Let’s go to the field tomorrow after school. PI throw and 
watch you hit. Maybe I can help,” I offered. 

“What do you know about batting?” he challenged. 

“You might be surprised,” I said, hoping to keep the conver- 
sation open. 

Jared responded with a roll of his eyes and a smirk, letting me 
know how doubtful he was about his mother being of any use 
to him in this department, but he nodded his head and silently 
agreed to give me a try. 

On the field the next day, Jared stood in position by the plate 
as I stood on the mound. [ threw the ball and watched in dismay. 
Jared’s neck muscles tensed, pulling his head back and down into 
his neck. His shoulders squeezed together and his hands gripped 
the bat, His knees pressed together as his leg muscles clenched and 
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his body crouched toward the ground. By the time the ball reached 
the plate he was a study in tension. Channeling all his energy into 
his arms, he swung his bat with furious intensity and missed the ball 
conipletely. 

Feeling a mixture of concern and relief, I knew I didn’t have to 
be Babe Ruth or Sherlock Holmes to discern the source of his 
problem. 

“Jared,” I said, “you need to keep your eyes on the ball.” 

“Tam!” he threw back at me. 

“No, you really aren't watching the ball,” 1 repeated. 

“[ am, too!” he insisted, his voice rising. 

How to help? Telling Jared chat he was not keeping his eyes on 
the ball was nor going to do it. He firmly believed this was exactly 
what he was doing. Disagreeing with him was not going to change 
his belicf. Shifting my approach, I asked what advice his coach had 
given him. 

“Swing hard and hit a home run,” he answered. 

These were end-gaining instructions if ever there were any. Jared 
was entirely absorbed in thinking about his goal of hitting a home 
run and had no patience for thinking about the best way to do it. I 
had to find a way to get him out of his goal-oriented mind-set and 
to open his mind to the idea that he needed to learn to watch the 
ball. I knew if he did not give up trying so hard to hit a home run, 
he would never get to first base. But how to explain inhibiting to a 
nine-year-old, convince him not to think about hitting home runs, 
and to relinquish his belief long enough to teach him to see the bal? 

“Jared, Ict’s do this some more. l'I throw and you hit. Let’s see 
what happens.” 

Jared stood at the plate, arms up, bat high over his shoulder. He 
looked pretty good. As soon as I began to throw, however, his body 
changed, All the malcoordinating tension came rushing back. The 
ball was a stimulus to which he reacted in an instant, triggering his 
belief that he had to swing hard to hit a home run. Was there a way 
to trick him into thinking differently, just long enough to give him 
a new experience of batting? IfI could do that much he might begin 
to shift his belief and learn to see the ball. I decided to try some- 
thing radical. 

“Jared,” I said,““Let’s try something different. It’s very simple. Stand 
at the plate and hold the bat the way you usually do. I’m going to 
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throw the ball, but I don’t want you to move your bat. Leave it 
where it is. Tell yourself not to swing. All I want you to do is watch 
the bail as it moves toward you. Keep watching the ball as it 
approaches you, as it crosses the plate, and even as it passes by you. 
See it the entire time it moving. You don’t have to do anything else. 
Got it?” 

“Okay,” he answered. In a single word Jared’s voice expressed a 
mound of doubt. I ignored him and pitched. After the ball passed 
by him, I asked if he'd seen it the entire time that it was in the air. 

“I think so,” he answered. 

“Let’s try it again,” 

I pitched. “What about this time? Did you see the ball the entire 
time it was moving?” 

“That's weird.” 

“Whats weird?” 

“I saw the ball as it was coming toward me, but when it was about 
three feet in front of me it sort of disappeared. Then J saw it again 
after it passed by me. That’s really weird. How'd that happen?” 

While Jared was feeling puzzled, I was fecling hopeful. Ifhe could 
perceive that he had stopped seeing the ball, we had something T 
could work with—an experience that might cause him to change 
his belief. 

“Thats great. You're starting to know what it means to see the 
ball. You have to see it clearly during the entire time that it’s trav- 
eling toward you. When it sort of disappears like that, it means you've 
stopped seeing it. When you tell me you're not sure if you saw the 
ball that means you didn’t really see it. Want to try this again?” 

Jared nodded. He stood in position, engaged now in the challenge 
of watching the ball and noticing when it mysteriously disappeared 
from. view. I threw che ball and watched carefully. Even from my 
pitcher’s distance it was clear, from the movement of his head, 
when he stopped seeing the ball. When he was seeing it, his head 
turned smoothly and evenly. When he lost sight of it, his head 
stopped for just a split second, making the overall movement appear 
less smooth. 

“I stopped seeing it again, Mom,’ Jared announced.“‘I lost it again. 
This time I lost it just as the ball was almost in front of me.” 

“That’s greac. You're learning to see the ball and you're learning 
to recognize when you've stopped seeing it. This is what you want 
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to practice. It doesn’t happen automatically, you have to learn it. Let’s 
keep doing this for a while.” 

l threw. Jared watched. I threw some more. Jared kept watching. 
His concentration had shifted and he was focused keenly on see- 
ing the ball. With each pitch he reported more success at seeing the 
ball the entire time that it moved toward him. After about fifteen 
minutes he was consistently seeing the ball through its entire arc of 
travel. More important, he knew when he'd stopped seeing it—even 
for just a split second—and was often able to find it agam. 

In this short period Jared had changed into an eager student. By 
removing the act of swinging his bat and the accompanying frus- 
tration of not being able to hit, he could put his mind on his task. 
The activity was teaching him, as no amount of arguing possibly 
could, that he had not been doing what he believed he was doing. 
After a while he was reporting consistent success. 

“What's next?” he asked with enthusiasm. My son was eagerly 
awaiting my next instruction, while I tried to figure out what that 
was. What could be an intermediate step between not swinging the 
bat and swinging it hard to hit a home run? 

“Okay,” I said after some thought, “here’s the next step. This time 
keep watching the ball. Then let your bat move until the ball is right 
in front of you, but don’t follow through with your swing. I want 
you to stop your swing when the ball is right in front of you. If you 
keep your mind on watching the ball, then you should see the ball 
and the bat make contact. See the ball and the bat touch, but don’t 
swing the bat any farther. Got it?” 

“Okay.” 

Jared stood in batting position as I threw. I watched as the old ten- 
sion rose again in his body. It seemed he could not help himself. 
With permission to move his bat, Jared’s old thinking returned— 
swing hard. He tensed himself in his usual way, did not stop the bat 
as I had instructed, and definitely did not keep his eyes on the bail. 
He missed it completely. But he looked up at me immediately after- 
ward and said, “I didn’t keep my eyes on the ball, Mom. I lost it.” 

“That’s great, Jared. You knew that you stopped seeing it. What 
were you thinking about, could you tell?” 

“I was thinking about hitting a home run.” 

“Aha! So while you were thinking about hitting a home run, 
what weren't you thinking?” 
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“I didn’t keep thinking about seeing the ball.” 

“You've got it. Then your body did just what you told it to do. 
You thought about trying to hit a home run, so your body became 
tense. Since you were thinking about hitting hard, you stopped 
thinking about seeing. I know it’s difficult to believe, but if you can 
stop thinking about trying to hit a home run and put your mind 
instead on seeing the ball, the chances are much better that you'll 
actually hit a home run. Let’s go back to the first step and practice 
watching the ball without moving the bat.” 

I pitched as Jared held his bat over his shoulder and watched. We 
practiced until he was seeing the ball throughout its entire arc of 
travel. Then we moved on to the next step of seeing the bat make 
contact with the ball in front of him. Again Jared met with failure. 
After several more misses he threw his bat on the ground in frus- 
tration and sat down in the dirt. 

“Jared, what were you thinking about?” 

“I was thinking about when to swing my bat so I could see it 
touch the ball like you asked,” he answered, exasperated. 

“Bue that’s not what I asked you to do.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I didn’t ask you to think about swinging your bat, I asked you 
to think about watching the ball and then to allow your bat to move 
to meet it.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Thats a good question. It’s a crucial difference. When 1 threw 
the ball, you shifted your thinking and focused your mind on your 
arms and deciding when to swing. But when you did that, you for- 
got to keep seeing the ball.” 

“If Tm not supposed to focus on my arms and think about 
swinging my bat, how am I going to know when to swing?” he 
demanded. “I have to decide to swing my bat!” Jared’s voice was ris- 
ing. I left the mound and walked over to him. In as calm a voice as 
I could muster I said, “Jared, I know you don’t believe me yet, but 
the swing will do itself: Really it will. Remember the first step, when 
I told you not to swing your bat and all you had to do was keep 
watching the ball?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Since you didn’t have to swing the bat, you didn’t think about 
it, right?” 


“Yeah.” 

“Thats what you want to keep doing even when you swing your 
bat. When you think about your bat, you change how you're think- 
ing about seeing the ball. Instead, you want to allow your arms to 
move the bat without paying so much attention to them. You've 
learned to really focus your mind on feeling your muscles working 
as you move, and feeling your arms swinging your bat. But that dis- 
tracts you from what you want to be thinking. You want to learn to 
keep your mind on watching the ball.” As I spoke, I could not ignore 
Jared’s skeptical expression. 

“I know this sounds pretty strange,” I added. 

“You bet it does.” 

“Jared, just try it. What have you got to lose? Prove me wrong. 
But prove me wrong by trying it, okay?” 

“I can't believe what you're telling me, Mom. You want me to tell 
myself not to swing the bat, but you want me to swing the bat and 
let it touch the ball? That’s ridiculous.” 

“Think of it as magic. If you make up your mind to keep watch- 
ing the ball, another part of your brain will take in the information 
about the ball’s speed and direction, process it, and figure out the 
tight moment to swing. You don’t have to do that. In a sense you 
have a helper inside of you, who will know the right moment to 
move your arms and swing for you. When you decide to swing by 
focusing on feeling your arms, you're getting in the way of your 
helper. And you quit doing what you want to be doing, which is 
keeping your mind on seeing the ball. You can’t possibly figure out 
the right moment to move your bat. Your conscious mind can’t do 
that. It doesn’t know the right moment to swing. But if you keep 
your mind on watching the ball, the information will be processed 
in your brain and another part of your mind will do the swing for 
you. Trust me. Let's try it again. You'll see what I mean in a minute.” 

Jared did not answer but he stood up, walked to get his bat, and 
then stood in position as I walked to the pitcher’s mound. 

“Tell yourself not to swing, Jared. You don’t have to worry about 
the swing. Your helper will do it for you. Just keep seeing the ball.” 

I pitched. As I watched it was clear Jared was keeping his mind 
on the ball. His head turned easily, poised freely on his neck. His 
shoulders didn’t hunch and his legs didn’t clutch. As the ball neared 
the plate, his arms began smoothly into motion, There were none 
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of the previous mannerisms of tensing to get ready to hit, He sim- 
ply stood, watching the ball, while his arms began moving the bat 
in a smooth arc. Then the bat and bali made contact in front of him. 
Jared stopped the bat’s forward movement just as I instructed. His 
timing was perfect. 

“I saw it! I actually saw the bat touch the ball, Mom!” he exclaimed. 

I felt relieved but aloud I said, “That’s what I’m talking about, 
Jared. You don’t have to think about your arms and decide to swing 
your bat. Let your helper do that for you. Your job is to tell your- 
self not to swing. And co think of seeing the ball.” 

We practiced for ten minutes. Occasionally Jared would revert to 
tensing and trying to swing too hard. Each time he did, he looked 
up at me afterward and said, “I was thinking about swinging my 
arms again, Mom. I didn’t keep thinking about seeing the ball.” 

Gradually the activity was making my case for me. Jared was 
learning to recognize when he reverted to thinking about hitting 
a home run and deciding to swing his bat. Each time, this caused 
him to react by getting tense and losing sight of the ball. Among 
other things, the experience was a powerful lesson for my son in the 
pitfalls of end-gaining. 

“Okay. Now you're seeing the bal] and coordinating this with the 
movement of your arms,’ Į said.“Let’s add one more step. This time 
you can let your bat keep moving. Keep thinking about not swing- 
ing and just seeing the ball, but allow your bat to keep movirig. Don’t 
stop the swing, Got it?” 

“Yeah.” 

I pitched again. Jared missed. With the new instruction, again he 
stopped focusing his attention on seeing the ball. 

“I didn’t see the ball,” he quickly confessed, “I didn’t keep think- 
ing what you told me to think.” We reviewed the first two steps. 
When he was back on track, we went on to the swing. | pitched and 
watched as Jared focused, kept his eyes on the ball, and followed its 
movement. His mind was focused on seeing. Then his arms began 
to move, his bat traveling smoothly and easily in its are. There was no 
undue strain or tension in his body. The ball and bat connected as 
Jared’s arms continued moving. It was a straight, clean drive past me 
to second base. 

“Wow!” Jared said in astonishment. “I wasn’t even trying to hit 
it!” 
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“That was great, Jared!” 
“That’s cool!” By now Jared’s resistance had vanished. He was 

absorbed in the learning process and proud of his accomplishment. 

We continued practicing. My pitches were erratic—too low, too 

high, outside, inside. Jared kept seeing the ball and making contact. 

He almost never missed and the majority of his hits were straight 

drives past me, which indicated not only a new accuracy in seeing 

the ball but a consistency in timing his swing. Finally we went home 

to dinner. | 
As I was saying good night later that evening Jared said, “You | 

know what was really amazing about this batting stuff we did today, 

Mom?” | 
“What?” | 
“When it worked, I really wasn’t thinking about my bat, or | 

swinging my arms, or trying to hit the ball. I didn’t decide to swing 

my bat. I just thought about seeing the ball like you told me, and 

my arms moved at the right time. I didn’t have to think about my 

arms or the bat. It was like I didn’t have to do anything!” 

A smile spread across my face as T answered, “That's what I teach 
people—to think of not doing, while letting their helper do the 
work for them.” 

“You know a lot about baseball, Mom.” 

There was a wondering smile on Jared’s face and, I am sure, no 

small expression of pride on my own. My son was quietly express- 

ing his respect and admiration for what his mom, a mere girl, had 

been able to teach him about baseball. (Yet another citadel of belief 

was dashed on that day.) 

Other than occasionally thinking with pleasure about the remain- 

der of Jared’s Little League career that season, during which he failed 

only once to have a hit at bat, I did not give our experiment any fur- 

ther thought. Several years later, however, students enrolled in my 

teacher-training course asked to apply the Technique to sports. I 

decided to try the batting experiment with them. I am not sure what 

I was expecting, but I was not expecting it to be the success that it 

was with Jared. 1 was wrong. With cach student, the problems and ten- 

sions were virtually the same. They could not keep watching the ball 

when they swung the bat. Later, when they mastered seeing the ball 

and were told to move their bats, they lost their visual coordination 

again as they focused on feeling their arms and deciding to swing. 
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After they learned to see the ball and think of not swinging in 
order to let their helper move the bat as they simply watched the bat 
and ball make contact, I asked them to follow through with the 
swing. Invariably they stopped seeing the ball again. When they finally 
managed all three steps, their comments were remarkably the same. 

“Wow! I didn’t swing the bat. It swung itself” 

“] didn’t have to decide to do it! That’s amazing!” 

“How'd that happen?” 

It was not until years later that a student offered to pitch and let 
me have a chance to try my own experiment. Afflicted with poor 
vision and bad depth perception from an early age, I had long 
since given up on ball sports. I picked up the bat and faced my 
pitcher with trepidation. Fifteen minutes later, just like those before 
me, my bat found the ball. There was a satisfying thwack as the ball 
flew forward. 

“Amazing!” I heard myself saying. “] didn’t swing the bat!” 
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The Difference That 
Inhibition Makes 


Human beings, by changing the inner attitudes of their minds, 
can change the outer aspects of their lives. 
—WILLIAM JAMES 


We MET ERIN in chapter 2 as she was introduced to the Tech- 
nique. Since then she has had about six weekly lessons. Today she 
is standing in front of the chair in my teaching room. We are 
beginning what teachers call a “chair lesson.” The purpose of this 
is not so much to teach the right way to sit and stand as it is to 
give the student an opportunity to observe and become aware 
of his or her malcoordinating patterns of movement, and to prac- 
tice inhibiting as the teacher moves him or her in and out of the 
chair, The student must also sustain this thinking in the midst of 
the powerful stimulus of bemg moved by the teacher.The chair 
lesson presents a particular challenge, since students must also deal 
with gravity and the instinctive fear of falling. 

“Okay, Erin, I’m going to support you and help you to sit. P'U 
do much of the work. I have my hand on your back so you can’t 
fall. As I do this, I'd like you to inhibit. Think to yourself, ‘I’m not 
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sitting down. 
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Erin nods her head. I begin by moving her back slightly 
from her ankles to shift her weight over her heels as I sup- 
port her with my hand on her back. If she does not tense 
unnecessarily, this will help her legs to release forward to 
counterbalance the backward movement of her torso. This, 
in turn, will help her to sit. 

As I move Erin back, however, my hands feel an almost 
instantaneous reaction. The muscles in her neck and upper 
back shorten and become hard. Her body feels heavier in 
my hand. Her lower back arches as she readies herself to sit. 
In the next instant her thigh muscles tense as well and her 
legs become stiffer. | move Erin’s body forward to return 
her to the vertical standing position (Illustration 14-1). 

“Erin, what did you notice just then? I moved you back 
just a little bit. Can you say what happened to your think- 
ing? Did you keep thinking about not sitting down?” 

Erin hesitates. “Well, sort of ... now that you mention 
it, I guess I was thinking about sitting in the chair.” 

“Were you inhibiting?” 

“No, I guess not.” 


14-1. Erin standing 
habitually with her neck 
stiffened back, head 
forward and down, 
shoulders and arms 
pulled back, fingers 
curled, and lower back 
arched. 
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“Did you notice what happened as I moved you?” 
“I think I got more tense in my back.” 
“Right. Do you need to do that?” 
“Well, don’t I have to do some work to sit down?” 
“If you were going to sit down by yourself, of course you would. 
But we agreed that I would support you and move you, while you 
think of not sitting so that you don’t tense your muscles. If we work 
together in this way, you will have an experience of sitting that will 
be coordinated differently than the way you usually do it. 

“In order to begin, I’m taking you slightly back on your ankles 
as I support you. All you have to do is think of not sitting. Let’s try 
it again. Remember that you don’t have to sit yourself down. Let 
me move you.” 

I repeat the same procedure but as soon as I begin, I feel the same 
reaction in Erin’s body. Without speaking I move her to the vertical 
and try again. The same thing happens. I move her to the vertical again. 
“Erin, what did you notice as I moved you?” 

Erin looks chagrined.“I can’t get my muscles to stop tightening.” 
“That isn’t what I’m asking of you.” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“T'm asking you to inhibit, That’ just a thought. You can’t do any- 
thing, directly, to keep your muscles from tightening. If you try, you'll 
only tense them more.” 

“How am I going to sit down?” 

“Let's think about this. We've seen that you react as I move you 
by overtensing your back muscles, right?” 

“Yeah.” 

“This is your habit. Its what you do every time you sit—you 
tense your back muscles too much.” 

“Okay ...” she answers, her voice trailing off. 

“Since this is your habit, you do this every time you sit down. It’s 
the only way you know to sit. You can’t expect yourself to sit dif- 
ferently, because you don’t know what that is or how to do it.” Erin 
looks relieved. “I guess I don’t.” 

“That means you're off the hook. You don’t have to be a good stu- 
dent and get this right. It’s not your job to figure out what is right, and 
then do the movement the right way. It’s your job to think. You're learn- 
ing to inhibit—to think of not sitting. If you do that, PI do the rest. 
Pll move you in a way that will teach you about another way to use 
your muscles as you sit. [ can’t tell you how to do this. No amount of 
verbal instruction will give you the experience of using your muscles 
differently. To learn it, you have to experience it. My hands can’t 
make your muscles let go, but they can support you and move you in 
anew way. If you inhibit, my hands can give you a new experience.” 

“Okay,” Erin replies. “Let’s try again.” 

“First, let me add that this is what everyone goes through as they 
begin lessons. We all have ways of moving that are inefficient and 
unconscious. Since we are not aware of them, we can’t change them. 
This is what you're learning how to do in these lessons.” 

Erin nods. I place my right hand on her back and put my other 
hand on the front of her hip. I move her slightly back. Again she 
reacts in her habitual way. 

“What happened this time?” I ask as I move her to standing. 

“Its kind of scary, you know? I feel like [’m going to fall down.” 

“That’s your brain’s interpretation of the new sensations you 
experience as I move you, even just this smal] amount. I only asked 
you to think of inhibiting, but your mind became distracted by these 
feelings and then formed a judgment of their meaning. Since your 
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brain concluded that you are falling, it also triggered a fear reaction. 
In the midst of all this, you stopped thinking. 

“But remember, I have my hands on you. You can’t fall. Remind 
yourself that you're not going to fall because I’m supporting you.” 

Erin nods her head without speaking. 

“Now remind yourself you're not falling, no matter how it feels, 
and tell yourself not to—” 

“But I just don’t see how this is possible,” Erin interrupts, turn- 
ing to face me. 

“Because?” 

“| have to do work to sit down, otherwise I'd fall in a heap on 
the floor!” Erin says, her voice rising. 

“Yes, you're right. You do have to do some work in your mus- 
cles to be upright, but the work is minimal. It’s so slight that you 
shouldn't really feel your muscles at all. I’m only asking you to think 
of not sitting. I'm not asking you to completely relax.” 

“But I can’t let you sit me down,” Erin persists, as if she hasn’t 
heard what I’ve said. 

“Why not?” 

“I feel as though I’m going to hurt you. I’m heavy. PI knock 
you over.” 

Erin is expressing a belief, which again is based on a judgment 
about what she is feeling. It is also another fear. Implicit in her worry 
that she will make me fall down is the worry that she will fall down. 
By moving her just this small amount, sensations have been triggered 
to which her amygdala has reacted in an instant. Now she is in a 
freeze behavior. Her muscles have tensed even more. This makes her 
task of inhibiting, and my task of moving her, more difficult. 

Hoping to allay her fear I say, “Erin, I’ve been doing this for years. 
I haven't dropped a student yet and no one has knocked me down 
either.” 

“I find that hard to believe.” 

“I understand, most people do. But that it’s hard for you to 
believe doesn’t mean you're correct. Here we are, doing just the 
smallest movement, and look at how many beliefs we've uncovered 
that you have about this one movement—beliefs that affect your 
behavior, your decisions, and your muscular activity. Can you sus- 
pend these beliefs for a moment? Can you behave as if they aren't 
correct, and simply tell yourself not to sit?” 
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Erin nods her head and we begin as before. This time, as I move 
her, her back and neck muscles do not tense; her head remains for- 
ward and up, counterbalancing her body. Since her back muscles 
have not tensed, her spine has not compressed. 

“That’s good, Erin. You're inhibiting. You’re moving differently. 
Let me continue supporting you as you continue thinking of not 
sitting. You don’t have to help me or try to do anything.” 

As I support her weight, I feel Erin’s back muscles lengthening. 
Her chest is easing upward very slightly, lengthening away from her 
pelvis. She feels lighter in my hands. Next there is a release of excess 
tension in her abdomen and legs. Her ribs move more freely and she 
is breathing better. I continue to support her as her torso lengthens 
slightly more upward. Her leg muscles continue to release. They are 
no longer clutching, holding her in a habitual lock. Her legs begin 


14-3. Erin sitting with significantly improved 
from the teacher. Her neck is lengthening locomotor skill. 

upward and her head is forward and up on the 

neck; her torso is lengthening headward and 

her shoulders are widening apart as her arms 

hang freely. Her hips, knees, and ankles are 

bending easily. 
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to bend, folding at the knees, hips, and ankles. I continue to support 
her as I bend as well, lowering her toward the chair (see Illustration 
14-2). 

A moment later, Erin is sitting in the chair (see Mustration 14-3). 

“That was great, Erin. You sat down but you didn’t overtense in 
your muscles. You inhibited your habitual way of moving by think- 
ing of not sitting—and not focusing on your feelings and making 
judgments about them. You prevented your reaction. Did you notice 
any difference from the way you usually sit?” 

“I was barely aware that I was moving. I just kept thinking of not 
sitting like you asked. It seemed as though I floated into the chair.” 
She pauses. “How'd that happen?” 

“You did float into the chair. You were practically weightless. This 
is what I mean about a new way of sitting. And you didn’t relax 
entirely, or you'd have landed heavily.” 

“How'd that happen?” she repeats. 

“Well, we could say that you have a helper.” 

Erin smiles and looks at me. 

“No, I don’t mean me. Your helper is within you. When you 
inhibited by thinking of not sitting, another part of your brain 
switched into gear and adjusted the tension in your muscles so that 
they worked just as much as necessary—not too much, and not too 
little. By inhibiting you're removing the muscular interference that 
springs into action when your brain feels what is happening in your 
body and imposes its learned idea about how much effort is 
required. If you can stop doing that by inhibiting, other mechanisms 
in your brain will play a bigger role, helping to coordinate your torso 
upward as you bend your legs to move. I can’t teach you this by 
telling you about it. We have to work together—your inhibiting, and 
my hands and verbal instruction—so you can learn to allow your 
helper to move you more cfficiently. 

“As you're seated now, do you notice anything?” 

Erin turns her head to look in the mirror. “I don’t believe it,” 
she says. 

“What?” 

“I was going to say that you have put me in the wrong place— 
that you’ve got me leaning over, sort of slumped.” 

“Is that how you look in the mirror?” 
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“No. I look like I’m sitting up. It looks good. 
This sure doesn’t feel like the way I usually sit. I 
was just about to ask why you wanted me to sit 
leaning forward!” 

“You didn’t believe you were sitting upright?” 

“No, I thought I was kind of hunched for- 
ward.” 

“You have yet another belief based on a feel- 
ing. This time it’s a belief about how it should feel 
when you sit.” 

“I guess so.” 

“If the mirror hadn’t been here to give you 
this proof, what would you have done?” 

Erin tenses her back muscles again, pulling her 
upper body backward, stiffening her neck and 
arching her lower back (Illustration 14-4). 

“This feels right to you? This is what you 
believe is sitting up straight?” I ask. 

“Yeah, this is what I try to do when I’m sit- 
ting. This isn’t straight?” she asks. 

“Look in the mirror. Take time to observe yourself. What do you 
see?” 

Erin looks but doesn’t speak. 

“Imagine a plumb line dropping to the ground from the middle 
of your ear. Does it fall through the center of your body and down 
through the center of your pelvis?” I ask. 

“It looks like my ear is behind my pelvis.” 

“What does that tell you?” 

“T’m leaning back!” 

“If this is how you usually sit, what is this doing to your verte- 
brae and disks?” 

“Compressing them?” 

“Right.” 

I use my hands to gently guide Erin to restore the balancing, 
upwardly lengthening torso she had a moment before. 

“But I can’t sit like this!” she protests. 

“Because?” 

“This just doesn’t feel right. I can’t believe this is right.” 


14-4. Erin reverting to 
her habitual pattern of 
tension. Her neck is 
stiffened and flattened, 
the jaw is pulled back, the 
upper back is overly 
flattened, the pelvis is 
tipped forward, and the 
lower back is arched. 
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“But what does the mirror tell you? Don’t take my word for it. 
Look at yourself again.” Erin’s expression 1s still skeptical. 

“Why does this seem so wrong?” she asks, her voice lower. 

“This is what we cal] your psychophysical habit. Every time you 
decide to sit, you overtense your back and leg muscles, creating the 
feelings that your brain has learned to connect with the meaning 
of the word ‘sit? But all that excess tension makes it harder to bend 
your legs, so you become even tenser in your back muscles, trying 
to pull yourself down into the chair. Once you’ve done all that tens- 
ing in your back and legs as you sit, you land heavily in the chair. 
Then you hold on to all that tension as you're sitting. You never let 
it go. You’ve done this for so long it has become a habit, and chat 
means it feels right to you. But this isn’t just a habit of tensing your 
muscles, It’s paired with your belief—it is based on a wrong inter- 
pretation of what you're feeling—that is, that you're sitting up 
straight when you aren't. 

“Have you been told that sitting up straight is the right way to 
sit to help your back?” 

Erin nods. 

“Here you are trying to do what you believe is good for your 
back, but you don’t know what that is or how to do it. It’s true that 
you don’t want to slump, which is bad for your disks and vertebrae. 
But that’s not what you're doing. You haven't been sitting ‘right’ 
You've been sitting in the way that ‘feels right? 

“And now this new, better way of sitting feels wrong so you're 
not likely to do it, are you?” 

“No!” 

“You're also not likely to get rid of your back pain. Not until you 
learn to inhibit these habits: overtensing your muscles in everything 
you do, not only mjuring yourself physically but also reinforcing 
your incorrect beliefs. I think now you can better appreciate what 
l mean when I say that you have an unconscious way of moving that 
is contributing to your back pain. And this physical tension is liter- 
ally held in place by your wrong belief—that the right way to sit is 
the way that feels right.” 
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You have a Helper 


The universe is full of magical things patiently 
waiting for our wits to grow sharper. 
— Eden Phillpots 


Q omermes WE BELIEVE our body is doing what it is 
not. Other times we believe our body is not doing what it is 
doing. In both cases, we are misjudging bodily sensations. These 
usually unconscious misperceptions prevent us from achieving 
self-mastery. The advice Jared’s coach gave him—to swing hard 
and hit a home run and to just try harder—is typical. Unfortu~ 
nately, this advice only works if you are already doing everything 
right. If you are starting from a point of mind-body disconnec- 
tion—unconsciously misusing your body and misjudging the 
meaning of bodily feedback—trying harder only makes the 
problem worse. 

Common strategies for dealing with the problem of not being 
able to make our body do what we want it to do include: 1) Exer- 
cising specific muscles to increase muscle strength in the belief that, if 
something is not working right, our muscles must be weak. 2) 
Stretching specific muscles to relax them in the belief that, if some~ 
thing is not working right, our muscles must be tight. 3) Moving 
specific parts of the body in specific ways in the belief that we can reli- 
ably know what is wrong and what is right through feeling. 
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None of these approaches addresses the central problem 1 have 
been describing—that our subconscious, psychophysical habits of 
misuse create a distorted self-perception in the mind. Only a psycho- 
physical approach that begins by correcting our mususe through 
conscious inhibition can get to the heart of the problem. In this way 
Jared’s batting problem was solved in a short period of time. He did 
not need to do muscle strengthening exercises or stretches. I did not 
give him verbal instruction in how to hold his bat the right way and 
swing correctly. I did not ask him to rely on judging his feelings in 
order to know if he was moving correctly. Instead, I asked him to 
think of not swinging his bat as he practiced watching the ball. Then 
I asked him to think of not swinging his bat while letting his bat meet 
the ball. This presented a unique challenge. It is one thing to think 
of not doing something while you aren't doing it. Ít is another mat- 
ter entirely to think of not doing something while you are doing it. 

“Why should I do that? Isn’t that impossible? How can I move 
when I’m thinking of not moving?” my students ask. I faced a sim- 
ilar challenge when 1 tried to bend my leg without deciding to bend 
it. Erin faced this problem when I asked her to think of not sitting 
while allowing me to move her. Bruce reacted negatively when I 
asked him to play while thinking of not playing. Inhibiting is not 
difficult. But when students are asked to think of not doing the 
activity that they are actually doing, they invariably resist. This 
instruction flies in the face of their belief. 

In response to my students’ queries and puzzled expressions [I 
often reply, “It sounds illogical, but try it anyway. If you can suspend 
your disbelief and sustain your decision to think of not doing the 
action, magic will happen.” 

How does thinking of not moving enable us to move more skill- 
fully? The answer lies in the fact that there is a great deal more to your 
brain than your conscious awareness. The human brain has evolved 
over many millions of years. As a result, we might say that we do not 
have one brain but several. (These are commonly referred to as the 
hindbrain and the midbrain—or sometimes as the “reptilian” brain— 
and forebrain, or the “mammalian” brain.) Ancther way to think of this 
is that as the human brain evolved, it acquired additional operating sys- 
fems, or increasingly complex mechanisms of organization and control. 

Through this process of evolution and increasing complexity, 
there has also been a certain replication of functions. For example, 
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when you are asleep, the oldest part of your brain coordinates your 
breathing for you. (This is the original brain dating from about five 
hundred million years ago.) But thanks to your forebrain—the 
newest addition—you can become aware that it is you that breathes. 
You can tell yourself to override the old system of control and make 
yourself breathe, or allow yourself not to breathe for a time. You can 
also modify how you breathe by deciding to exaggerate the down- 
ward contraction of your diaphragm, or alter the movement of your 
cibs, or change the rate of your exhalation. 

When you consciously decide to do a movement, or when you do 
a movement that you have already learned how to do, output sig- 
nals are sent from your newest operating system—your forebrain— 
down to your body along a specific neural pathway known as the 
corticospinal pathway. This is like the front staircase in che house that 
is your brain. By contrast, when you use older, subcortical parts of 
your brain to send instructions to your body, such as breathing via 
your hindbrain, signals are being routed through a different neural 
pathway, the extrapyramidal pathway.This is like the back staircase in 
your house. 

In short, your capacity to move your body derives from several 
overlapping brain systems. Because of the somatosensory cortex in 
your forebrain and the corticospinal pathway, you can consciously 
decide you want to make a fist, learn to move your fingers in a cer- 
tain way to play the piano, or hold a racket and hit a tennis ball. This 
area of your brain is what enables you to learn the discrete skills 
involved in doing much of what you do with your body. Movement 
happens in large part because, once you have learned how to do it, 
you decide to do it. 

Before the forebrain evolved, the older brain in conjunction 
with the cerebellum and the extrapyramidal pathway, managed the 
animal's locomotion quite well. {I have referred previously to these 
subcortical areas, acting in combination, as your “helper.”) In fact, 
our capacity for skilled and coordinated movement evolved long 
before we acquired a conscious, decision-making self. How does a 
centipede manage to move its one hundred legs without tripping? 
It does not have to decide which foot to move first and when, or 
even learn how to walk. Its tiny nervous system handles its move- 
ments expertly. Thus, our capacity for movement happens im con- 
junction with older, subcortical areas of the brain. I speak of this as 
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your helper because it plays a vital role in how you move. It is this 
older area, and in particular the cerebellum, that helps Michael 
Jordan be—well, Michael Jordan. 

This 1s a critical difference: Because of the somatosensory cor- 
tex we can learn specific movement skills. We can learn to dribble 
a ball and decide to aim for the basket. Without the full assistance 
of our helper, however, this will be but a series of relatively disjointed 
and poorly coordinated acts. The conscious mind does not know 
how to gauge the exact amount of tension in each of our muscles 
at every moment appropriate to a given activity, such that each mus- 
cle works just as much as required, no more and no less. Our con- 
scious mind does not know how to keep us balancing on one foot, 
or judge the speed of a ball co know just the right moment to swing 
the bat and how fast. The fluidity and grace of the gifted athlete is 
not consciously willed or decided. It would be more accurate to say 
that it is tapped into. 

Athletes sometimes speak of an experience known as being in the 
“zone,” which they describe as a heightened or altered state of 
awareness.’ Baseball players, for example, say that when they are in 
the “zone” they are able to see the stitches on the ball as it is 
hurtling toward them at ninety miles an hour. They also describe 
themselves as having a sense that it is not they who swing their bat. 
It is as if something else within them is doing this with an extraor- 
dinary power and accuracy that they do not understand or control. 
How are they able to do this? They have learned to achieve a more 
optimal synchronization of function between the forebrain and 
hindbrain. 

When Jared was thinking of hitting a home run, he was initiat- 
ing the movement of his arms from his forebrain. He was deciding 
what to do and when to swing. A split second later, via returning 
sensory inputs, the somatosensory cortex of his forebrain brought 
him a level of felt awareness of his movements. Based on this infor- 
mation, his brain made judgments about what was happening in his 
muscles, made decisions about what to do next, and sent readjust- 
ing motor commands to his body. But this pathway is slow and 
imprecise. And as we have seen, it is subject to the misjudgments of 
sensory feedback. Jared decided to swing hard, working his muscles 
too much. His timing was not good. He could not keep his atten- 
tion on the ball. 
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Then I asked him to watch the ball and think of not swinging his 
bat. In other words, to stop trying to do what he believed he should 
do.When he did that, he turned off, or at least diminished, the imped- 
ing dominance of his forebrain. By focusing on seeing the ball, visual 
inputs were routed to his cerebellum. Together, these inputs enabled 
his helper to adjust the amount of work in his muscles and fluidly time 
their contractions to move the bat at the right moment and at the right 
speed. Now the bat found the ball, not because his conscious mind 
knew when to do it, but because his forebrain ceased its overcontrol 
and allowed his helper to play its part. I did not instruct Jared in the right 
way to swing his bat. I taught him to think in a way that helped him 
to achieve a better synchrony between the functions of his conscious 
mind and his helper.To put it another way, now each operating sys- 
tem was contributing to the task, appropriately and optimally. 

When this improved synchronization is achieved, the batter says, 
“I didn’t swing the bat!” This sounds nonsensical, but it is accurate. 
When we speak of “I?” we are speaking of the self that we know, 
the self that is made real to us by the forebrain that is self-aware, that 
makes judgments, forms beliefs, feels, and decides to do a particu- 
lar act. By contrast, when the helper plays a role in our movements, 
since this area of the brain is not routed through language areas of 
the brain, it does not speak to us. It does not say, “Okay, I'm here, 
now | will do that for you.” Instead, like the athlete in the zone, we 
say, “ Who did that? F didn’t do that!” 

Why does the forebrain become so dominant in our behavior, 
rendering the hindbrain, which should play an important part in our 
movements, less operative? I suspect that because much of our day- 
to-day activities are learned, and much of what we do involves keep- 
ing the body relatively immobile as we move a few parts (as I am 
doing now, sitting at my computer), we can get along well enough 
without it. We do not have to coordinate the whole of ourselves par- 
ticularly well. Perhaps over time the hindbrain’s contribution to our 
overall physical coordination becomes lost or weakened.This prob- 
lem is misunderstood, It is not a problem of muscle tension, too 
much or too little, but a problem of malcoordination of the differ- 
ent yet overlapping systems of the brain. As bipeds, we are a com- 
posite of these systems, and we must learn to use them as a 
cooperative whole to achieve our potential for upright poise, skilled 
coordination, and self-mastery. 


erence tener e YOU HAVE A HELPER WAA 
WWW. w.engbookpdf. com 


I like to tell students that when they use cheir prefrontal cortex 
to inhibit, they are preventing the malcoordinating habits of their 
higher brain. At the same time, they are allowing their helper to “step 
up to the plate.” The good news is that if they can stop trying to do 
what they believe is the right thing to do, and stop trying to feel 
what they believe is the right way to feel, they will not have to con- 
centrate so much or work so hard. With a little inhibitory skill—and 
a little help from their helper—the right thing will do itself. 

In part 4, we will explore the second essential skill of the Alexan- 
der Technique, directing. If we can liken inhibition to cleaning up our 
cluttered mental house by throwing out what we do not need or 
want, directing can be likened to the new space that is recovered and 
within which we can move more readily. 

But before moving on to part 4, in the next series of self- 
experiments you will learn how to inhibit, and to practice using this 
skill while performing a simple movement. 
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C and D 


Intense feeling too often obscures the truth. 
—HARRY TRUMAN 


g HOW TO INHIBIT 


First, rid the mind of the idea of sitting down. 
—F. M. ALEXANDER 


Conscious INHIBITION IS an essential cognitive skill of 
the Alexander Technique. In chapter 12, I recount the story of 
my effort to unlock its mysteries. In the process I encountered 
four mental pitfall——habits of mind—that stymied my progress. 
I have named these: 1) Chasing mental butterflies; 2) Feeling 
instead of thinking; 3) The loss of meaning; and 4) Avoiding “no.” 
Eventually I taught myself how to overcome these pitfalls with 
precise mental skills. I have named these: 1) Quiet your inner 
conversation; 2) Turn on your prefrontal cortex; 3) Think with 
meaning; and 4) The positive “no.” 

In this section I will discuss each pitfall, and then follow this 
with instructions for learning its corresponding mental skill. 
Then, you will put your new skills together to practice conscious 
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inhibition. I recommend that you read the entire section through 
first, and then try the experiments. 


The First Pitfall: Chasing Mental Butterflies 


One day I asked a student to say out loud the mhibiting instruc- 
tions that I had taught him. I assumed he would do this with ease, 
but his halting effort told me he had not retained critical informa- 
tion. I was surprised. He had been coming for lessons for several 
months and loved them. What was wrong? 

I went back to observing my own inhibiting process. Lying on 
the floor in semisupine, telling myself not to tense my neck, I dis- 
covered I was doing a lot more than that. I would begin by giving 
myself this verbal instruction, but then a new thought would rise 
in my mind and off I would go on this new tangent, Then another 
thought would spring into my mind. I would abandon the one I had 
been on and follow that. Then another would jump in, and so on. 
I was not inhibiting for more than the briefest moment before my 
mind wandered off into its reverie. I was not keeping my mind on 
what I needed to be thinking. I was chasing mental butterflies. 

At the neurological level, this nonstop mental chatter means 
that we are using a particular area and function of our brain con- 
tinuously and habitually. But neurons fatigue from constant use, 
making them less able to function, Perhaps that is what underlies the 
tense, pent-up feeling we experience after reading or talking for long 
periods, After all, chere is nothing physically exhausting about these 
activities. Learning to rest our overly verbal mind is valuable in and 
of itself. Learning to keep our mind on what we want to be think- 
ing is essential. Few people recognize mind wandering as a prob- 
lem, realize when they do it, or know how to prevent it. 

The first skill of conscious inhibition—quieting your inner con- 
versation with yourself—gives your verbal brain a rest and allows 
you to keep your mind on track. 


Quiet Your Inner Conversation 


1. Lle down in semisupine. With your eyes open, listen to the silent 
conversation going on in your mind. Continue listening to this for 
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several minutes. Let your mind drift and let the chatter begin, and 
notice this as it happen. 


2. Ask yourself not to talk to yourself. 

You have to talk to yourself to tel] yourself not to talk, 
but once you have given yourself this brief instruction you 
can be silent. You can also repeat this thought whenever 
necessary. 


3. Experience the silence, 

If you are successful, you will experience an absence of 

mental chatter while you remain conscious, seeing out in 

. front of you, aware of both yourself and your surroundings. 
If you notice the chatter begin again, repeat the self- 
instruction not to talk. 

Whenever you become aware of the chatter, repeat your 
self-instruction to stop. Success does not mean preventing 
this permanently, or even for ten minutes. If you can quiet 
your inner voice for just a minute or two, you are doing 
well. The purpose of this experiment is to become aware 
when you are talking to yourself and then practice choos- 
ing not to do it. 


> DISCUSSION 

After a short period of quieting your inner conversation, you may 
become more aware of sensory inputs: Colors may be brighter. 
Sounds may be more distinct. Feelings may be stronger or clearer. 
Since your mind is not preoccupied by self-conversation, it is more 
available to notice sensory information. You may feel calmer and 
more rested. Or you may experience some anxiety. If this happens, 
try this just for a minute or two at a ime. With practice your reac- 
tion will shift. The silence in your mind will become familiar and 
you will feel more comfortable with the silence. Your aim is to be 
alert and conscious, seeing out in front of you, aware of sensory 
experiences and stimuli from your environment as you remind 
yourself not to talk to yourself. 

Once you get the idea of this, you can practice silencing your 
voices anywhere, anytime. Walk down the street as you quiet your 
mental chatter. Do this as you ride your bike, or make dinner. Silence 
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your inner conversation as you read, or as you listen to someone else 
talk—you may find yourself becoming a better listener. 


The Second Pitfatl: Feeling instead of Thinking 


Try this experiment: Silently tell yourself to relax your shoulders. 
Repeat this instruction to yourself for a minute or two, If you are like 
most people, your attention will drop downward as you focus your 
mind on your shoulders—trying to feel them, relax them, and deter- 
mine if they are becoming relaxed. It is as if we try to shift our mind 
physically closer to our body in order to pay attention to it. What you 
have just done is put your mind on feeling instead of thinking. 

To explain, let me return to the brain. Your brain is like a two-way 
radio. It has two channels, not one, as an ordinary radio does. Your 
brain/radio can receive signals (inputs) and it can send signals (outputs). 
It receives inputs from all your sensory organs, as well as from sen- 
sory receptors throughout your body. These sensory receptors trans- 
form types of stimuli—such as pressure—into nerve impulses that 
travel along sensory nerves, sending information to your brain. 

Your brain processes this incoming data, interpreting what these 
inputs mean. Then, in response, your brain sends commands. These 
commands go out via motor nerves to your muscles, and also via the 
autonomic nervous system to your organs, blood vessels, glands, and 
so on. In addition, these commands may simply go to other neu- 
rons in the brain. This is a simplified model, but essentially these out- 
going commands trigger some type of change in your behavior or 
activity. In short, when you are feeling, you are bringing your atten- 
tion to information that 1s coming into your brain via sensory 
nerves. When you are thinking, you are sending out an. instruction 
to make something happen in yourself. This may be an overt action 
such as standing up, or it may involve small changes of which you 
have no conscious awareness. For example, a neuron may fire to tell 
another neuron to stop firing. (Inhibition.) 

Feeling is similar to receiving a call from your aunt in Florida, 
telling you a hurricane is on its way and the wind is picking up. 
Thinking is like calling your aunt back and telling her to stay inside 
and Jock her windows. Feeling is a reporting in. Thinking is a com- 
mand for action. Since your brain contains billions of neurons, you 
can feel and think simultaneously. But in order to learn to inhibit 
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consciously (which is a type of thinking), you need to be able to shift 
your mind’s attention from what is coming in (feeling) to what is 
going out (thinking). For example, putting your attention on feel- 
ing your muscles tightening is not the same thing as thinking that 
you want your muscles to stop tensing, 

Feeling is relatively easy to understand and recognize. Thinking 
is more difficult. Neuroscientists have a lot more to learn, but on the 
experiential side our confusion comes from the fact that we use the 
word thinking to refer to many different mental activities: We say we 
are thinking when we let our mind wander; when we figure out a 
math problem; when we recall something that happened ten years 
ago; when we are asked to think of relaxing our shoulders, but shift 
our attention downward instead as we focus on a feeling in our 
body. These are all different activities of the mind. Our language fails 
to distinguish between them. But none of these are the type of 
thinking or use of the mind that is necessary fot conscious inhibition. 
In the next two self-experiments you will learn to distinguish 
between the mental states of feeling and thinking. In the process, 
you will learn to make better use ofa particular area of your brain. 
You will learn to turn on your prefrontal cortex. 


Turn On Your Prefrontat Cortex 


FINDING THE ATTIC 


1. Lie in semisupine. Quiet your inner voices. Give yourself the men- 
tal instruction to relax your shoulders. Repeat this instruction to 
yourself for several minutes. 

Notice that your attention shifts down to your shoulders 
as you say these words to yourself, and your mind focuses 
on feeling what is happening in your body. Your attention 
has shifted down to your mental basement. You are using your 
mind to feel. 


m 
. 


Quiet your inner voices, Ask yourself to let your attention rise up 
away fram your shoulders and bodily feelings. Let your attention 
shift up toward the top of your head above your eyes. Repeat this 
instruction to yourself for several minutes. 
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De not use your muscles for this. It should be effortless. 
You only need a few neurons—t is just a thought. Let your 
attention rise up. Think of rising up to your mental attic. By 
shifting your attention upward within yourself, you are 
turning on your prefrontal cortex. 


3. Shift your mind downward and focus on feeling your shoulders. 
Notice how they contact the surface you are lying on. Notice 
whether they feel the same or different from each other. Notice 
your shoulders in detail and for a period of time. 

Experience this state of being in your mental basement, 
focusing on feeling. 


4. Ask yourself ta see out in front of you and let your attention shift 
upward, away from your mental basement to your mental attic up 
above your eyes. 

Experience this state of being upward within yourself, as 
your attention shifts up away from your body. You may 
become peripherally aware of bodily sensations, but these 
are not central to your awareness. 

What does it mean to shift your attention from basement to attic? 
Think of your brain as a house. Evolution has changed this 
house and expanded it over millions of years. Different sec- 
tions have been added on to your brain, just as subsequent 
owners might add new rooms, Since you live in this house, 
you can choose to go down into the basement or you can 
go up to your attic. You can travel with your attention, shift- 
ing from down to up. This is important because different 
rooms—or areas of the brain—are suited for different types 
of activities. For conscious inhibition you want to think. You 
want to send a command to your body to stop doing some- 
thing. To effectively think this, you need to recognize when 
your mind is primarily focused on feeling versus when it is 
able to think (or send) an effective inhibitory thought. To do 
that, you want to go to your attic; you want to activate your 
prefrontal cortex in the front of your head above your eyes. 


Let your attention rise up toward the attic in your mind. Then shift 
down to put your attention on feeling your shoulders. Shift back and 
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forth in this way until you are familiar with your mental basement 
and your mental attic. 


» DISCUSSION 

The question I would like you to ask yourself is this: As I shift 
my attention up to my attic, is this a different experience (even if 
I cannot describe it in words or explain it logically) than when I 
am in my basement, focusing my mind on feelings? Can you 
notice a difference—not in your shoulders—but in your state of 
mind? 

If you do not perceive a difference, perhaps your beliefs are get- 
ting in the way. Keep in mind that you cannot discover something 
new about yourself if you hold tightly to what you already believe. 
No matter how improbable this seems, ask yourself to suspend 
your belief. Think of yourself as an explorer, investigating an 
unknown territory. You have mental powers that you have never dis- 
covered before, This is your opportunity to explore them. Take time 
to experiment and learn new things about yourself. 

Learning to rise up to your attic is not yet the act of conscious 
inhibition. It is learning to better activate the area of your brain that 
does the inhibiting. This is like making a phone call. First you must 
get to the phone. Then you can make the call. In order to inhibit, 
you must turn on the area in your brain that performs this function. 
Then you can use this part of your brain to inhibit, This is what you 
will practice in the next experiment. 


THINKING FROM THE ATTIC 


1. Lie in semisupine. Tell yourself to relax your legs, and shift your 
attention downward as you focus on feeling your legs. 


2. Shift your attention up to your attic. Maintain this upward attention 
as you tell yourself to relax your legs. Repeat this instruction to 
yourself. If your attention drops down to your basement to focus on 
feeling, remind yourself to shift your attention up again, and then 
renew the thought to relax your legs. 

If you are like most people, when you begin to think 
about relaxing your legs your attention will shift downward 
to focus on feeling. If you notice this, shift your attention 
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upward again and then tell yourself to relax your legs as you 
remain in your attic. 

Your task is to tell yourself what you want to have hap- 
pen in your legs without shifting your attention downward to feel. 
Trust that your mind knows what you mean by these words, 
and that there is nothing more you have to do. You do not 
have to put your attention on your legs and try to make the 
right thing happen. It is like mailing a letter: You go to the 
mailbox and drop your letter in the slot. Then the postman 
delivers it—you do not have to deliver the letter. Thinking 
a mental instruction or thought is similar. You do not have 
to take your thought of relaxing your legs to its destination— 
the legs themselves. Remain up in your attic, chinking the 
instruction. Drop your thought in the mailbox. Trust it will 
get where it needs to go without further help from you. 

You can vary this activity by thinking about other parts 
of your body. Think of relaxing your jaw, neck, or back as 
you practice remaining up in your attic. Notice if you shift 
your attention downward, reverting to feeling the part of 
your body that you name. 


» DISCUSSION 

Conscious inhibition is a thinking act. This requires that you shift 
your attention up out of your mental basement and the apparent 
location of the feelings in your body. You must learn to turn on the 
light in your attic, the part of the mind that lets you be more widely 
aware of the whole of yourself and your behavior. This is like the 
difference between using a zoom or a wide-angle lens. Strong bod- 
ily sensations trigger us into zooming downward, overfocusing and 
narrowing our attention on our feelings. This distorts our percep- 
tion, usually by exaggerating it. By zooming in on sensation in this 
way, we also block out other sensory inputs from our awareness. Ris- 
ing up to your mental attic to turn on your prefrontal cortex helps 
to prevent this distorted perception. It lets you keep a bigger pic- 
ture in mind; it gives you a more balanced awareness of the whole 
of your self. It lets you be more aware of your overall behavior, and 
to think of what zot to do. 

Learning to use your attic is difficult to trust. [t is unfamiliar. It 
may not feel as though you are thinking or concentrating hard 
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enough. You may not believe that this can be effective You may react 
by thinking that this makes no sense. You may not immediately be 
able to perceive a difference in yourself. Keep in mind that your con- 
scious mind cannot know the how, the when, or the amount of your 
thinking and its effect on your bady. Your conscious mind can only 
know with certainty that you are in your attic, and thinking an 
inhibiting thought. The particular words that you use, however, and 
the meaning chat you give them, bring critical substance to your 
inhibition. 


The Third Pitfall: The Loss of Meaning 


When my sons were young they loved to be read to. Sometimes 
I was tired and did not feel up to it, but their insistence was not easy 
to deter. Soon I would find myself sitting on someone’s bed, my back 
propped against a wall, reading for long periods. Often they wanted 
to hear the same books that I had read a hundred times, and I would 
lose interest. I noticed that despite this, 1 could read perfectly well. 
There was only one problem. “I” was not present as I read. My eyes 
could scan the lines; my brain could interpret the letters and turn 
them into words, my muscles could move my mouth and tongue; 
but my attention was elsewhere. 1 could read aloud while silently 
talking to myself about making dinner. There was no meaning 
being stirred within me, attaching itself in symbiotic partnership to 
the words as I spoke. My words had lost their meaning. 

It was, if you think about it, amazing. How could I be so uncon- 
scious of what [ was saying, yet perform so well? Unfortunately, you 
can do the same. After quieting your voices and going up to your 
attic, and telling yourself to relax, for example, your words may have 
no meaning as you say them. Your mind may drift inco blankness. 
[f it does, your conscious inhibition will not be successful. 

Words are simply sounds, sounds that are represented on the writ- 
ten page through shapes we call letters. We don’t remember it of 
course, but we all went through a long process of learning the mean- 
ing of the words of our language. As an adult, you no longer give 
this a moment's thought. You just read. Or you put your thoughts 
into words and speak or write. But conscious inhibition requires that 
the words you say to yourself summon their meaning within you. 
You cannot say them blankly. This begs two questions: what mean- 
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ing should they have, and how do we think with meaning? We will 
explore this in the next two self-experiments. 


Think with Meaning 


THE MEANING OF WORDS 


1. Say to yourself the word “hoicks.” Try saying, “mohur.” Repeat 
these words over to yourself several times. 


2. Say to yourself the word “cancer.” Try saying “snake.” Notice if any- 
thing changes within you as you speak these words, as contrasted 
with what happened within you when you said the first twa words. 

You have probably never heard of hoicks or mohur, and 
so your response to them will be nothing or a sense of puz- 
zlement. The thought might pass through your mind,“ What 
is that?” or “I wonder how that is pronounced.” As you say 
to yourself the word cancer, you might find yourself think- 
ing of someone you know who is struggling with this dis- 
ease, or you might feel a sensation of discomfort somewhere 
in your viscera. When you say snake, you might find your- 
self in your mind’s eye secing a snake, complete with col- 
ors and markings, slithering through the grass. 


» DISCUSSION 

What is happening in this experiment? The first two words hold 
no meaning for you. Nothing happens as you say them aloud or read 
them to yourself. Your mind is blank. Your body is unresponsive. The 
second two words, however, probably do have meaning. Meaning 
that has features in common between yourself and others, but also 
meaning that is unique to you and your experience. If you have had 
a close relative die of cancer or suffered from it yourself, the mean- 
ing of cancer will be chilling. 

In sum, words are not detached from our physical self. They are 
not just intellectual abstractions. Their meaning has the power to 
affect us. Our life experience is kindled within us through our words 
as they stir something bodily, a felt experience in the present 
moment. This physical meaning is difficult to pin down. It is not just 


a synonym. It is not just a memory of the past. It is something felt 
and it is tangible. However, the way that we bring our conscious 
mind to bear as we think with words plays a part in determining the 
extent and nature of this impact. The best way to experience this is 
to practice consciously summoning the meaning of words in your mind. 


SUMMONING MEANING IN YOUR MIND 


1. Choose words to say to yourself, any words you like. Say each word 
once. Then in the silence and space that follows, experience the 
meaning each word generates within you. 

Saying a word in your mind is like dropping a bucket into 
a dark well, Think of the word and then allow the bucket 
to return, carrying its fill—-the word’s meaning. You do not 
have to work at this. Your brain finds meaning by itself. AH 
you need to do is receive it. 

You might discover that what is triggered within you is 
a visual image, or more inner dialogue, or a vague, queasy 
sensation in your stomach, or a sudden laugh. Let me 
emphasize—do not look for synonyms. More significant is 
the ripple effect that subtly flows through you as cach word 
is dropped like a pebble, a self-stimiulus, into the still pond 
that is your mind-body. 


2. Lie down in semisupine. Begin by quieting your inner chatter. Then 
rise up to your attic as you keep your eyes open, remembering to 
be visually aware of the world around you, When you are up in 
your attic, say to yourself, i want my neck to relax. 

Allow every word in this sentence to summon its mean- 
ing within you. Who is I? This is you—from your head to 
your toes and everything between. It is all of you, all of your 
past experience and learning, the whole of you in this 
moment. You want something. What is it to want? “I want 
my neck ...” Trust that you know what your neck is and 
where it is. What is relaxing? Allow the meaning of this word 
to emerge within you like the bucket from the well. Do not 
be concerned about whether there is a change in your 
neck, Consciously think of allowing your words to summon 
their meaning within you. 
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J. Try the sentence again. Say it slowly, with attention, with con- 
scious awareness that the words have meaning and that your inten- 
tion is clear, t want my neck to relax, 

Summoning meaning for our words is an act of trust. 
How does this happen? How can it affect us? Why does a 
word make us cry, grimace, or burst out laughing? How can 
the word “relax” create a change in the muscles of your 
neck? Neuroscientists cannot yet tel] us exactly how this 
happens, but we can experience it and know that it is true. 

Are these the best words for you to use as you inhibit? 
Try others. Experiment. Remember that the meaning can- 
not be forced, or made to perform on schedule. Repetition, 
lengthy but not mindless repetition, works wonders. So 
does patience. Say the words. Wait and do not worry. Allow 
change to take place within you. 

Your objective is to become able to recognize when you 
ate giving yourself inhibiting instructions in a blank, mind- 
less sort of way, and when you are doing this consciously, 
with intent and clarity of meaning, presence of mind, and a 
genuine wish that their meaning will be received within you. 


The Fourth Pitfall: Avoiding “No” 


Thus far I have been asking you to say to yourself, “I want my 
shoulders (or legs, neck, etc.) to relax.” I have been doing this delib- 
erately for reasons I will now make clear. This is how I used to 
inhibit, and it is the kind of statement I often hear students using. 
Another common variation is “I want to let go of my...” (Name 
a body part and fill in the blank.) These statements all have some- 
thing in common—as inhibitory instructions for telling yourself 
what you do not want to do, they have a serious flaw. To understand 
why, let us recall Alexander's story. 

Alexander had a vocal problem. He noticed himself pulling his 
head back and tensing his neck. He told himself to pull his head for- 
ward, but he became tenser. Then he told himself what not to do.The 
instruction he gave himself became, “I am not going to speak,” or “I 
am not going to pull my head back,” or “I am not going to stand up.” 

If you decide to inhibit, it is because something is happening 
within you in the present moment that you do not want, or because 
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as you tell yourself to do something (such as bend your leg) you start 
to trigger tension that you do not want. 

In other words, something is already happening or is beginning 
to happen that you want to stop or prevent. Inhibiting is not just the 
act of doing something else. On a neurological level, inhibiting 
causes neurons that are firing not to fire. 

Your self-instruction must be framed in the negative, because this 
is the language that means that something that has been happening 
or is beginning to happen should stop happening. To state an 
inhibitory command in the positive-——“I want my neck to relax” — 
means that something that is not happening needs to happen. 
Something should get started. The positive form of the instruction 
is subtly telling you to do something. It is not another way of 
expressing the idea of ceasing to do something; it is asking for the 
opposite of inhibition. Stating the instruction in the positive almost 
always produces a subtle response of doing something in yourself, 
even though this may be slight enough that you cannot perceive it, 

Since the positive language means something is not happening that 
should be happening, there is also an implication that you are not 
doing something you should be doing. You are remiss. You need to 
figure out what you are not doing and make sure that you do it. This 
can create a self-critical “I am not good enough” frame of mind. 

However, when I give instructions to students that are framed in 
the negative such as to think, J am not teasing my shoulders, or I am 
not sitting down, they often object. 

“That's too negative,” they say. “Make it positive. Í want to think 
positively. Its not good to think negatively.” 

For many people the negative has become synonymous with bad 
and the positive has become synonymous with good, Popular psy- 
chology urges us to think positive thoughts and banish negative 
thoughts. When students apply this attitude to inhibiting, it creates 
problenis. You inhibit because something is happening that you do 
not want to happen. If you call the local Chinese restaurant and order 
chicken lo mein, and then decide you do not want it, what do you 
do? Do you call the restaurant back and say, “I want chicken lo 
mein?” No. You must call back and say, “I do not want chicken lo 
mein. Cancel my order.” 

Inhibition is a vital capacity of our organism for preventing 
what is happening within us that is not wanted or needed. Thanks 
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to your conscious mind, you can recognize that you are doing 
something you do net want and take steps to stop doing it. When 
you are inhibiting, you are in a state that is characterized by the 
removal of something, or at least the lessening of something. Some- 
thing is dropped off, left behind. Nothing is added. 1 tell my students 
in response to their objections that they have to get used to it. The 
positive does not always mean good. The negative statement is not 
always bad. Their meaning is confused and they can change it. 
There is power in the word “no” and we too often neglect it. 


The Positive “No” 


1. Lie in semisupine. Quiet your inner chatter and rise up to your 
attic. Say to yourself, { want to relax my shoutders. Repeat this a 
number of times. 


2. Quiet your inner chatter and rise up to your attic. Say to yourself, / 

want to not tighten my shoulders. Repeat this a number of times. 

Do you perceive a difference in yourself when you think 
of relaxing versus when you think of not tightening? You 
may not initially perceive a difference. Perhaps you have 
already had the experience of your shoulder muscles letting 
go. You already know what should happen. Your previous 
experience assists you in giving the right meaning to your 
words, even if your actual words are not precise. 

Continue to experiment with steps one and two. Even 
if you do not notice a physical difference, be conscious of 
the different meaning of your words, especially the meaning 
of not. 


3. Pick a different body part that you do not usually think about. Put 
your instruction in the positive: / want te relax. Then put it in the neg- 
ative: f want to not tighten. 

For example, think of relaxing your back muscles, and 
then think of not tightening them. Tell yourself to free 
your neck, and then tell yourself not to tighten your neck. 
Do not look for a change in the feeling of your body so 
much as a change in the quality of your intention, that is, in 
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the meaning of your words. If your meaning is clear, the 
effect will be different. 

Did you perceive a change in yourself as you remained 
up in your attic thinking of not tightening? Being in your 
attic while repeating these words to yourself with meaning, 
especially the meaning of “no,” means that you are think- 
ing effectively rather than focusing on feeling your bady and 
trying to do something to fix it or change it. At this point 
there is another pitfall. Because your thinking is becoming 
more effective, you may experience new feelings of mus- 
cular release. Then you may react by leaving your attic and 
going down to the basement again to focus on these feel- 
ings. Many of us have learned to be sensation-tropic-—we are 
powerfully drawn to our bodily sensations. We like to focus 
on each feeling, scrutinizing its every nuance. If you do this, 
you will revert to feeling rather than using your attic to send 
a conscious inhibitory command." 


> DISCUSSION 

It is vital to grasp the distinction between thinking of doing 
something (e.g., relaxing) versus thinking of nor doing something 
{e.g., not tightening). As I have explained, for many people the words 
“no” and “not” conjure a meaning of “bad.” Their meaning may be 
oddly unclear. “No” may be misconstrued to imply failure. For oth- 
ers it implies a state of emptiness or nothingness. Sometimes it is per- 
ceived as a kind of diminishment or lessening of the self. When asked 
to inhibit, some people think of themselves as becoming less than 
before: If I stop doing something, or if I take something away, [ must 
now be smaller. I become diminished. 

Ask yourself if this is your meaning of the word “no” as you 
inhibit. Does inhibiting bring you to a place that feels like a nega- 
tion of yourself? Is there less of you in your awareness? Do you 


* Tam not recommending that we try to stop ourselves from feeling, or block out physi- 
cal sensations. Feelings arise within us.We cannot control them, or how they are criggercd. 
Iam also not saying that feelings are bad, My point is that in order to inhibit we must learn 
to think. which means Jearning to send an outgoing signal to the body to cffect a change 
rather than facusing our attention on a feeling, which is an input signal. [nhibition requires 
that we rise up to our attic and send out an instruction or thought, even in che midst of 
what we are fecling. 
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become tense, constrained, anxious, or worried about doing some- 
thing wrong? This is not the meaning or purpose of inhibition. 

By inhibiting you do not become diminished. It is not nothing- 
ness, emptiness, or failure. It should not activate feelings of anxiety. 
If on a subconscious level these are the meanings you attach to 
inhibiting—to thinking of non-doing—then you will create a quality 
of holding back in yourself. There will be a kind of shrinking 
inward as you inhibit, a diminishment or lessening of the fullness that 
is your self, a loss of energy and clarity. This is a most tragic outcome 
of your efforts! Paradoxically, when you inhibit, the self that is you 
becomes more. By removing your interfering habits, the living 
being that is you grows larger, expands; it becomes more realized. 
Your self is not made less when you inhibit. It is made grand. 

Another misconception is that by saying no, nothing happens. But 
saying no does not mean “nothing.” It means there 1s less of what 
you do not want to have happen. As a result, normal functions that 
had been impeded by inappropriate tension can work again. By 
inhibiting, you experience greater calm, clarity, ease, and more 
optimal functioning. 

We need to give attention to the layers of meaning we attach to 
our words. Their meaning may affect us, even when we do not 
intend it. In the Alexander Technique, we say that we cannot change 
until we inhibit our old behavior to allow something new to arise. 
I would add chat we are not able to change our old behavior until 
we clarify the meaning of our words, especially the meaning of“no.” 


Conscious Inhibition 


1. Lie in semisupine with your eyes open. Quiet your inner chatter so 
that you can bring your attention to bear on what you want to think. 


2. Let your attention shift up ta your altic, activating your prefrontal 
cortex, 
This shifts your mind away from its focus on sensation 
and sets the stage for inhibiting. 


3. Say to yourself, fam not tightening my shoulder. Or you might try 
thinking, 7am not tightening my leg. Repeat these words to your- 
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self for ten minutes. Whenever necessary, renew your inner quiet 
and the thought of rising up ta your attic, then repeat the thought 
to not tighten. 

Since this is an experiment, you can try variations on 
these words. You might think, Whatever it is that I am doing 
to my leg that } do not need to do, I want to not do it. Or I do not 
know what I am doing to interfere with myself, but whatever it is 
I want to not do it. Whatever you choose, repeat the words 
many times to yourself without dropping down to your 
body to focus on feeling. Rise up to your attic and let the 
meaning of your words come alive within you. 

If sensations of physical release come into your awareness, 
continue to inhibit. Whatever has been happening in your 
leg, whatever you have been doing to interfere in the whole 
of yourself, wherever or however this may be happening, 
consciously or subconsciously, at this moment, your wish— 
your meaning—is to not do it. 

As you gain familiarity with these steps, remember to 
give the process time. Inhibiting can work wonders, but you 
must sustain it consciously with attention and awareness, 
meaning, and repetition. 


» DISCUSSION 

The first two skills you practiced in this chapter—quieting your 
inner conversation and turning on your prefrontal cortex—are like 
setting the stage. They create the scene or state of mind in which 
effective inhibitory thinking can happen. This is like walking into 
a room full of people where everyone is talking at once. No one can 
hear anyone else speaking. Then the room becomes quiet as one per- 
son walks to the front of the room and steps onto the podium to 
speak. Now you can listen, learn, and be affected by that person's 
words. By quieting your random chatter and rising up to your attic, 
your mind becomes present and alert. It is brought to attention. You 
have stepped onto the podium and the room is quiet. 

The second two skillk—thinking with meaning and the positive 
“no”—are the inhibitory thought. This is a particular type of 
thought. You are using words and summoning their meaning in your 
mind to tell yourself to cease doing what is not necessary, not wanted, 
not needed. You are delivering your message of prevention. 
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You can sometimes think in a manner that achieves inhibiting 
success without employing these four steps, but usually it is a hit- 
or-miss process. Sometimes it works and sometimes it does not. 
When this happens, you can lose confidence in yourself and in the 
power of inhibition. The steps I have outlined above, practiced sep- 
arately and then in combination, give you the necessary skills for 
mastering conscious inhibition. 


O ACTS OF INHIBITION oo 


It is the means that determine the end. 

—H. E. FOSDICK 

The self-experiments in this section continue your exploration of 

conscious inhibition. You will use your skills to prevent the habit- 

ual pattern of tension that is triggered when you tell yourself to 

bend your leg. Then you will inhibit to allow your helper to bend 

your leg for you in an entirely new way. You will learn, as Alexan- 

der described it, “to let the right thing do itself.” But first you will 

practice two intermediate inhibitory activities. These are the exper- 
iments [I gave Bruce in chapters 9 and 10. 

Remember to give these experiments plenry of time. Enjoy the 
process of exploration and experimentation, and do not worry 
whether you are getting it right or learning it fast enough. If you 
give these experiments enough time, you are likely to discover that 
you have beliefs about yourself, your body, and how you move that 
you did not know you had, and that these beliefs have been lead- 
ing you astray. [ hope you will also discover that moving your body 
can be far easier than you ever imagined. 


Stop Moving 


1. Lie in semisupine. 
2. Think of quieting your mental chatter and then rise up ta your attic, 


3. Begin to lift your left arm toward the ceiling, but after you have 
moved a short distance stop moving. Hold your arm in place as you 
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quiet your inner voice, rise up to your attic again, and think to 
yourself for at least a minute, J am not moving my arm. 


4. Start to move your arm again, but a moment later stop moving. 
Leave your arm where it is as you think of quieting your voice and 
then rise up to your attic. Think, /am not moving my arm, summon- 
ing the meaning of each word, 


§. Move a short distance again, stop moving, and think, fam not mov- 
ing my arm. Then begin moving again, and so on, until your arm is 
extended in front of you. Repeat this process as you bring your arm 
down and rest your hand on your ribs. 

Did you notice that your inhibitory thinking “turned 
off” when you began to move? The purpose of this exper- 
iment is to have the opportunity to notice when this hap- 
pens and to stop moving at frequent intervals in order to 
restore your inhibiting thought. 

Practice this go, stop, inhibit, go agatn sequence as you 
perform more complex movements. Try it as you play an 
instrument, as you walk, as you brush your teeth. Notice chat 
as you stop, and think of not moving, you are able to release 
tension that has built up in your muscles as you move-—even 
for just a short time. 


Think of Not Doing 


1. Select an activity that you know how to do readily, such as walking. 
Next, as you walk down the street, for example, begin to think of 
quieting your inner chatter and rising up to your attic. Then with 
conscious awareness of summoning the meaning of your words, 
think to yourself, /am nat walking. Continue walking as you renew 
your thought of rising up to your attic and think, fam not walking. 
Sustain this for about ten minutes. 

In this experiment you are thinking of not doing an 
activity while you are doing tt. 

What do you notice? Has anything changed within you? 
Does your body feel different? Is your state of mind 
different? 
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Let Your Helper Do It 


1. 


m 
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Lie in semisupine with one teg bent and the other leg straight on the 
floor. Decide to bend the straight leg, and go ahead and do the 
movement. Repeat this several times—decide to bend your leg, and 
then bend it. 

Notice the habitual pattern of tension that is triggered 
throughout your body as you move. 


Return your leg to the straight position. Quiet your mental chatter. 
Rise up to your attic. Without dropping down to your mental base- 
ment to feel, think to yourself with a sense of the meaning of your 
words, / am not moving my ieg. Cantinue this inhibitary thaught for 
about ten minutes. 

If a fleeting thought comes into your mind of moving 
your leg, see if you can notice the reaction this triggers in 
your muscles. When this happens, remind yourself to return 
to your attic while you think, J am not moving my leg. 


Continue inhibiting, thinking of not moving your leg, and simply wait 
until your leg actually bends—without making the conscious decision 
to move it. Wait and let your helper bend your leg for you. 

You are probably thinking, How am I going to move my leg 
if Tm telling myself not to move it? That doesn’t make sense. That 
isn’t possible. 

These are beliefs. You may discover that you hold other 
beliefs as well. Perhaps you believe that your leg is heavy and 
requires a lot of muscular effort to move. Perhaps you believe 
that bending your leg requires pulling your thigh upward 
into your body and tensing your back. Perhaps, despite all 
you have read so far, you do not believe what I am telling 
you. Perhaps you believe that the mind cannot change the 
body. In short, you are learning about your beliefs—perhaps 
even beliefs that you did not know you had. 

Despite these beliefs, renew your thought to quiet your 
voice and rise up to your attic. Think to yourself, J am not 
moving my leg, and wait for your leg to bend without mak- 
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ing the conscious decision to move it. What happens—in 
your body and your mind? 


> DISCUSSION 

You have arrived at a crucial point. You are up against not just the 
habitual use of your muscles but the habitual use of your mind— 
your beliefs, As we saw in chapter 12, your beliefs are tied to how you 
move. Because of your movement habits, you trigger accompany- 
ing sensory feedback. Your brain processes this information and 
forms beliefs about how you are, how things work, how it feels to 
do a particular movement, and how it should happen. 

When you inhibit (in this case as you are lying on the floor and 
thinking of not moving your leg), your body is receiving new 
instructions that are telling it to step doing what it has been doing. 
Asa result, your body is sending new sensory feedback to your brain. 
(You may not be able to feel this consciously, however.) Since this 
feedback is unfamiliar, your brain does not know how to interpret 
it. Your brain docs not know the meaning of these inputs. In response, 
your brain may block this strange data from reaching your awareness, 
or fake a guess about what it means, or invent an explanation, or mtis- 
interpret it. Now you may hear your mind saying, “I don’t believe 
this! This can't be right! This isn’t possible!” 

Your mind has created a belief about the meaning of this new 
experience: It isn’t possible to do this. It is also doing its best to con- 
vince you of the rightness of this belief. And you will firmly believe 
that you are right, just like Betty in chapter 6, (You probably won't 
even speak of this as a belief; you will think of it as a fact.) If you 
give up at this point, your psychophysical habit has won the day. 
Rather than challenge your beliefs and learning something new, 
your mind has kept you locked in your old psychophysical behavior. 

Even though it seems illogical, in fact one part of your mind— 
your conscious mind—can decide not to do a movement, while 
another part of your mind—your helper—does the movement for 
you. This unconscious mind is your cerebellum and hindbrain (see 
chapter 15).This is what I call the helper. To better understand this, 
think of your conscious mind as the president of the company. The 
president does not do everything. There are employees to help. 
Imagine that you, the president, want to send a letter. Do you type 
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it? No, that would be inefficient. You have more important things to 
do. You ask your assistant to type it and mail it for you. In this exper- 
iment, by thinking of net moving your leg, you are using your con- 
scious mind, your prefrontal cortex, to prevent your habit and to 
communicate with your assistant—your helper. Thus, you do not have 
to do the work of moving your leg. You can relinguish your fore- 
brain’s dominance and its belief that it must decide to do and then 
control the action. By inhibiting, you are saying to yourself, “Okay, 
PI get out of the way. I know what | want to do (move my leg) but 
I am not going to do it. f am going to give the job to my helper.” 

Many of our beliefs about how we function are born of experi- 
ences we have in the physical world. For example, in the physical 
world you cannot lift a chair and wef lift a chair at the same time. 
In the realm of the mind, however, such seeming contradictions are 
entirely possible. You can think more than one thought at once. And 
you can think of not moving and move. 

If you stop deciding to do the movement, and wait instead to 
allow your helper to do it for you, your helper will do che move- 
ment differently than you do it. Your leg will move in a way that 
you—your conscious mind—cannot predetermine or preselect. 
You do not actually know how to move your leg differently. You 
only know how to do it as you have always done it. The good news 
is that you do not have to know how. Your conscious mind only has 
to inhibit, making the decision not to move, while asking the 
helper to do it. Your helper will do the movement for you as long 
as you do not let your belief that an experience, you have never had 
before is impossible stand in the way. 


Let Go of Belief 


1. Lie in semisupine with one leg straight. Take time to quiet your 
inner voice. Think of rising up to your attic, turning on your pre- 
frontal cortex. Then think, fam not moving my teg. Continue think- 
ing of not moving your leg in this way for at teast ten minutes. Your 
task is to inhibit moving your leg as you wait for your helper to move 
your leg for you. 

Remember that you do not want to decide to move your 
leg, and you do not want to keep your leg from being moved. 
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The job of your conscious mind is to inhibit, preventing your 
habitual way of moving. It is the job of your unconscious 
mind—your helper—to move your leg for you. 

Ifyou find this difficult, do not be discouraged. It requires 
a lot of repetition, patience, and time. Whatever happens, you 
will be learning new and interesting things about yourself. 
The chief obstacle to change is the beliefs that underlie our 
habitual behavior. In order to change, we must inhibit our 
beliefs. This requires, however, that we discover what our 
beliefs are. Alexander said that beneath every misuse is an 
erroneous belief. These experiments are designed to let 
you discover your beliefs—and the fact of their hold over 
your behavior—as well as to learn how to use your helper. 
(It may be helpful co repeat the self-experiments in sections 
C and D, and to reread chapter 12.) 

If you begin to have success, you will probably notice that 
a moment after you begin to move your leg, you abandon 
your conscious inhibition and jump down into your men- 
tal basement to feel. Your mind has become distracted by the 
sensations arising within your body as your leg moves. As 
you continue to practice this experiment, remind yourself 
to sustain your attention up in your attic and to sustain your 
thought of not moving your leg throughout the entire time that 
your leg is moving. Your habitual behaviors will not change 
if you inhibit before you begin to move but then abandon 
this new thinking as soon as you start. 

As you learn to inhibit and change how you perform this 
simple leg movement, think of other ways to apply your 
skill. Use your inhibition not only to prevent unwanted 
movement patterns but to prevent unwanted behavior and 
unnecessary emotional reactions, and to let go of beliefs. 


» DISCUSSION 

For many students, these experiments strain the limits of their 
beliefs—not just about how they move, but about themselves. They 
find it almost intolerable to lic in semisupine telling themselves they 
are not moving their leg while waiting for something else—they 
know not what—to move the leg. You may experience this difi- 
culty, too. Do not give up. Reread these instructions. Do not expect 
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it to happen the first or the twentieth time you try it. When it does 
happen—when your leg does move without your decision to move 
it—I predict you will find yourself thinking, “J didn’t do that! How 
did that happen?” (Remember Jared’s experience in chapter 13.) 

You will also experience your leg moving differently, with much 
less tension in your entire body. Your leg will feel weightless, as if it 
has moved itself. When this happens, you have rerouted your 
thought along a different pathway. Instead of using your front stair- 
case, going directly from forebrain to muscle, you have rerouted your 
thought from forebrain to hindbrain to muscle. You have used your 
back staircase. 

In sum, it is not the job of your conscious mind to know how 
you move or to make a particular movement happen the right way. 
It is your conscious mind’s job to prevent interference—both phys- 
ical and mental—and so to allow your hindbrain to play its part. Your 
forebrain and hindbrain have different but overlapping responsibil- 
ities. To play a piece of music, the members of an orchestra must 
agree to play the same piece, follow the conductor's tempo, begin 
and stop at the right times, and play the correct notes. Similarly, the 
different functions of your brain must work together. The conscious 
mind has an important role to play in your behavior. It too often 
plays an interfering and domineering role. By stepping out of the 
way (inhibiting) and allowing your hindbrain (helper) to assist, you 
can make beautiful music. 
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Fewer Words, 
More Space 


The BRAIN is wider than the sky— 
— EMILY DICKINSON 


[pecs STUDYING the Alexander Technique during my 
senior year in college. In those early lessons, as my body 
opened and released into newfound freedom, I remember think- 
ing 1 had been lost in the forest and had found my way home. 
Later, during my teacher training with Judith Leibowitz in New 
York City, my experience felt more like listening to Glenn | 
Gould playing a Bach fugue. Gould’s playing always seemed to 
reconfigure my nervous system, and Judy’s hands did the same. 

The many lessons I had with Judy over the years have blurred 
into a single, jumbo lesson in my mind. My most distinct mem- 
ory is of Judy telling me to think “Alexander's directions”: fo think 
of letting my neck be free, to let my head go forward and up from the top 
of my spine, to let my back lengthen and widen, to think of my knees 
going forward. Throughout the training the exact purpose of 
these words remained elusive, but periodically [ did something 
right and Judy’ eyes would gleam in satisfaction. With her 
imstruction, my body seemed to let loose and float up from the 
chair as if filled with helium. 
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But at home it did not happen. 1 could not reproduce the effect. 
As I observed my teachers and experienced their hands, it was 
clear that directing did something special for them that my own 
efforts could not replicate. 

What was it? 

Dutifully I repeated Alexander's directions. Then, instead of 
thinking the directions, [ imagined a bubble floating upward, or a 
magical string pulling my head toward the sky. I gave up saying the 
words. I tried keeping a vigilant eye on my body to ensure that all 
its parts stayed in the right place. But no matter what I did, it never 
seemed quite right. 

Finally, after years of experimenting, I solved the mystery. It was 
not impenetrable after all. I can now think these words in my mind 
in a way that consistently produces expansion and lightness in my 
body and a smoother, easier way of moving. What turned the tide? 
To tell the truth, it all began with some simple observations, 

When my son Jules was five years old, I enrolled him in a gym- 
nastics class. I was curious to see how the instructor would handle a 
large group of five-year-old boys, so on the first day I watched the 
class. Near the end of the hour he asked them to watch as he demon- 
strated a cartwheel. Then he asked them to try it. I remember being 
surprised that he was asking five-year-olds to do cartwheels. As T 
watched, my thinking seemed to bear me out. One by one, each child 
put his arms high in the air and leaned sideward to put his hands down 
on the mat. Then his legs buckled before he could get his feet off the 
ground, and he fell in a heap. A few managed to straighten their arms 
and get their feet briefly into the air, but their legs were lopsided and 
soon their arms folded as they, too, collapsed on the mat. 

Then it was Jules’s turn, I watched my son with interest. Jules 
raised his hands over his head, took a step, pushed off with his foot 
while keeping his body straight, cantilevered over onto cach hand 
in its turn while keeping his arms extended. Each straight leg fol- 
Jowed into the air like spokes. His body continued its revolution in 
space as each foot returned to the mat, body following, arms resum- 
ing their original position overhead. He looked like a windmill. The 
instructor smiled at Jules and said,“Good job!” In response my son 
wore a blank look as if to say, “What'd I do?” 

This story illustrates an important difference between natural ath- 
letes and the rest of us. Like the other students in Jules’s class, most 
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of us become disoriented when our head moves away from the ver- 
tical. We lose our bearings, becoming unable to coordinate or bal- 
ance our body as we move. Like a deer in the headlights, crucial 
operating systems in our brain shut down. Jules was a member of 
the minority—the kids who are a gymnastic instructor's dream. 
They love to be upside down and spinning, the faster the better. 
They do not become confused or disoriented. They are able to make 
the parts of their body go where they want them to go as they move 
through space, upside down or right side up. 

Did you ever observe a gymnast flying around the high bar or 
vaulting off the sawhorse? Did you ever wonder how they ortent 
themselves as they are flying through space? They not only orient 
themselves visually to a spot on the ground where they want to land. 
They orient the whole of themselves as they are moving, each part 
in relation to each other and in relation to the whole body, to the 
space around them and to the ground. Every body part moves in the 
direction in which it is aimed, 

But what was it that enabled my five-year-old to do this? 

I had no answers. Then another subject for observation entered 
my life. I began to spend long periods watching Cleo, my beloved 
standard poodle. 


Cleo arrived at our house as a twelve-week-old puppy with long, 
silky, blue-black hair that rippled in waves as she moved. All puppies 
are adorable, but Cleo had two special qualities. First, when you 
picked her up she did not stiffen and squirm, resisting support and 
pushing to be released like most dogs. She would let go of her body 
and melt in your arms no matter how tenuous the hold. My kids 
would carry her upside down, spin her around, and play with her. 
She not only had infinite patience, she had extraordinary inhibition. 
Cleo did not react. It was fascinating to see. 

As amazing as this was, it was more amazing to watch her move. 
Opening the door each morning, I marveled as Cleo raced out the 
door and leaped over the steps, barely touching them. With her 
puppy's enthusiasm for the new world, Cleo flew across the yard. 
Everybody who saw her remarked on her elegant coordination, 
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especially when for no apparent reason she released her body as if it 
were a coiled spring and propelled herself into the air, each leg spread- 
ing, her body wingless but airborne. There was seldom an obstacle in 
her path necessitating such a leap; it seemed only the spontaneous 
eruption of joy that sent her into flight. Equally surprising was how 
she landed. She never seemed concerned about her feet reaching the 
ground, which foot should land first, or even where the ground was. 
Her legs extended and caught her body with perfectly timed precision. 

How does she do it? 

I often took Cleo for long walks at night. Sometimes there was 
no moon or stars, and wandering down back roads we found our- 
selves in total darkness. As we approached a storm grate, I noticed 
that Cleo never failed to avoid it. Reputedly dogs have worse 
vision than humans, yet Cleo always saw the grate and circumnav- 
igated it in advance. One night I tried an experiment. Before we 
neared the grate I talked to her, and made her look up at me so 1 
was sure she was unable to sec it. Despite my distractions and the 
darkness, Cleo avoided the grate. I tried the same experiment again 
and again. The result was always the same. 

How does she remain alert to everything around her, ever in the dark- 
ness and as I distract her? 

l pondered these questions often as I lay on my back on the liv- 
ing room floor, Cleo in her favorite place tucked into a curl at my 
side, her nose resting on my ribs, her black eyes peering into mine. 

One day I was watching Cleo as she sat at the bay window in the 
living room taking in the sights and sounds of the neighborhood. 
Then a squirrel ran across the neighbor's lawn. In an instant her head 
adjusted forward and up on the cop of her neck. In the next 
moment her spine lengthened and her muscle tone increased as she 
extended her limbs and rose to standing, smoothly and effortlessly. 
All the while her mind remained focused on the squirrel, ears 
perked forward, vibrantly alert. (IF she had been outdoors, she 
would have followed this with a burst of motion carrying her away 
in pursuit of her quarry like a popped champagne cork.) 

Whai started this chain of events? 

Cleo saw the squirrel. It was the visual stimulus that changed her 
mental state. This created an fuention to act as she focused her 
attention on the squirrel. A split second later followed the slight 
adjustment of her head, followed by her rise to standing. 
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Was directing perhaps more an act of the mind than of the musculature? 
What might distinguish Cleo’ mind from my own? 

Surely Cleo was not telling herself how to stand, or where to 
place each leg as she landed, or which muscles to use and when.This 
was an interesting twist. We are accustomed to presuming our 
inherent superiority over the rest of the animal kingdom, but now 
I found myself wondering what Cleo’ brain might be doing better 
than my own, Perhaps in acquiring our supposed superiority, we had 
lost something. 

What is the chief feature of our so-called mental superiority? 

One answer came back to me, again and again, like a bell’s peal— 
language. Words. Other animals do not think with words as we do. 
They use body movement and sound to communicate specific, lit- 
eral meanings in the present moment, but they cannot assign abstract 
meaning to sounds, or turn sounds into written words, or use 
words in an organized and complex syntax conveying past and 
future and conditional tenses, imagined events, complexly calculated 
suppositions. 

Perhaps, in acquiring language and giving so much of our mental capac- 
ity over to it, were we diminishing something within ourselves? 

Since Cleo’s brain did not possess language, I decided to try 
being like her. I assigned myself the task of taking her for walks while 
enforcing my own inner verbal moratorium. No mental chattering 
to myself. No silent conversations. Happily taking in the smells all 
around her as we walked, Cleo was, of course, oblivious to my 
internal machinations. I did not have her nose for attending to aro- 
mas, but in the interval afforded me by this new mental silence I 
began to notice odd moments when, deprived of its usual preoccu- 
pation with words, my mind seemed to shift into a kind of bas-relief. 
A sense of space arose in my skull. I felt like one of those greeting 
cards that are cleverly cut so when you open it small figures rise up 
out of the flatness. There was a new and unfamiliar sense of spa- 
ciousness inside my head. 

After further experimenting, I discovered that all use of words— 
reading, writing, talking to myself, speaking out loud, listening to 
others talk—triggered me into what I now thought of as my “flat 
mental landscape.” I noticed this also included a downward move- 
ment of my eyes, as if I had to stop seeing out in front of me in order 
to think verbally. But each time I stopped this silent verbal activity 
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in myself and waited, my mind shifted gears and this new mental 
expansion returned. 

What is this odd sense of cranial roominess? 

I often spent time lying on my back in semisupine in my teach- 
ing room, resting, waiting for a student to arrive, thinking Alexan- 
der’s directions to myself. Now I became aware that, whenever I did 
this, my sense of mental space disappeared. I began to wonder if it 
was possible to think these verbal instructions while maintaining this 
sense of space in my mind. They seemed to be mutually exclusive. 
What did it mean, then, to “think the directions” as I so often heard 
it called? In fact, I heard this phrase so frequently I had not given it 
a second thought. Familiarity does not always convey understanding. 

Why did Alexander use the word “direction?” 

I got out my Merriam- Websters Collegiate Dictionary. The first 
definition was a type of instruction, a “guidance or supervision of 
action or conduct.” It could refer to instructions to be followed. This 
had always been my assumption. But as I read further, the fourth def- 
inition caught my eye:“The line or course on which something is 
moving or is aimed to move, or along which something is point- 
ing or facing.” 

Could “thinking the directions” refer to a spatial orientation conceived 
within the mind, something akin to what I had discovered when I walked 
with Cleo? 

My previous exploration into inhibition had helped me to 
understand that saying the names of parts of my body caused my 
attention to shift out of my attic and down toward my body as I 
focused on bodily sensations, I decided to experiment by omitting 
the nouns in Alexander’ directions—the names of the specific 
body parts—-and just to think of the directions themselves. 1 changed 
“head forward and up” to “forward and up.” Merriam-Webster's def- 
inition kept returning to my mind: “The line or course on which 
something is moving or is aimed to move ...” For something to 
move, I thought, space is required. 

With my new ability to create space in my mind, could I think in a par- 
ticular spatial direction? Forward and up was a spatial direction in the sense 
of the dictionary definition, but which way was it exactly? 

I had no answer. There was a wide range of angular possibilities. But 
freed from the distraction of trying to do something to my head, and 
trying to notice if my head was moving and changing as I thought it 
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should, I noticed that the words forward and up were decidedly 
unclear in my mind. My concept seemed to have more of a forward 
component than an upward component. When I tried sitting in a chair 
and thinking forward and up, my torso leaned forward and down. Try 
as I might, I could not conceive ofa more vertical direction of forward. 
and up. I decided instead to think each direction one at a time. 

Which way was up? 

This seemed clearer, although occasionally my thought of up 
seemed to list backward like a tall, top-heavy amaryllis leaning per- 
ilously in its pot. I tried putting the “forward” back into my up, but 
my eyes kept drooping downward. I seemed to be trying to move 
forward, rather than thinking in the direction forward. Since I could not 
think the two spatial directions simultaneously, I tried thinking the 
next phrase in the series, back lengthening and widening. Too compli- 
cated, I omitted the word “back.” I tried thinking of lengthening. 

Which way was that? 

To my surprise, I discovered that the word made me think down- 
ward toward my pelvis, yet I knew with certainty that Alexander’s 
instruction was to think in a headward direction. 

Which way was wide? 

Even though I had used the word many umes, now [ realized | 
did not understand it. | experimented with creating a sense of lat- 
eral expansion in my mind. After a few moments, my ribs moved 
more freely. This was an interesting change. 

| tried thinking knees forward. The word—knees—sent me back 
into myself and made me shift my attention down toward my 
knees. I reminded myself instead to think in the direction fonvard. 
After a few moments this seemed to bring my attention more out 
into the world in front of me and heightened my visual awareness. 

Like Cleo, perhaps, who never failed to see the storm grate? 

Encouraged by these observations—even though they were mostly 
demonstrating how little I understood—I kept practicing. I pared the 
instructions to up, wide, and forward. said these over to myself many 
times, one after the other. After a while I became able to think them 
together in my mind. I summoned their meaning in my mind, not 
as places for my body to get to but as spatial directions for my mind 
to aim toward. With practice, this process seemed to produce further 
muscular expansion and release. I seemed to lose the sense of the edges 
of my body. I seemed better connected to myself as I moved. 
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I thought the directions up, wide, and forward as I sat at my desk. 
My back did not fatigue. I practiced as I walked with Cleo and 
found my stride changing length, my gait becoming lighter and 
springier, my ribs shifting into higher gear to supply the needed oxy- 
gen. I practiced thinking these directions as I worked on my stu- 
dents. I felt less tired at the end of long days of teaching. 

Eventually I went back again to the entire directions. Lying on 
my back with my knees bent, I went up to my attic, told myself not 
to do anything, and then thought, let the head be forward and up. I 
reminded myself not to focus my attention on either feeling my 
head or trying to do something to it. [ simply summoned the 
meaning of the word “head,” as I thought the direction, forivard and 
up. Whereas before I had not been able to perceive any clear aware- 
ness of this direction, now I found it coming to me readily. 

Next I tried thinking, let the back lengthen and widen. L changed this 
to let the back lengthen up and widen. I repeated the same procedure. 
I stopped trying to do something to my back, or trying to feel par- 
ticular changes in my body. I thought the meaning of the word 
“back” and then the directions up toward my head, and wide. 

Next I thought, let the knees release forvard.The knees themselves 
were not important, I reminded myself. I thought up to my attic, 
and then I thought in a forward direction. Next I repeated the 
whole series. As I did this my breathing changed again. My eyes 
focused better. I felt more expansive, less constrained, more “up” 
physically as well as mentally. 

When I thought these directions as I tried sitting down and 
standing up from a chair, new patterns of movement emerged 
without my conscious mind trying to instill a right way of moving. 
It was similar to the changes [ had experienced while inhibiting, but 
there was something more. l sensed myself as more whole. I moved 
with a greater integration among the many parts of myself. 

After a while I found that something different was simply oper- 
ating within me. I did not have to keep saying the words. Some sort 
of spatial awareness was more consistently present. I thought of 
myself as having an imaginary gyroscope in my brain that spun 
simultaneously in three dimensions, giving me an ability to orient 
the movements of my body to the space around me. I was pleased 
by these discoveries but could not help wondering if it was really 
what Alexander had meant by directing. I needed more evidence. 
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What if I were to teach this spatial thinking to my students and notice 
what changes it produced in them? 

One day as I was teaching, an idea sprang to mind. I summoned 
my courage and asked my student who was lying in semisupine to 
keep her eyes open and seeing out in front of her. Then I asked her 
to imagine in her mind’s eye a flat piece of paper. 

“Can you see a piece of paper in your mind, sort of eight and a 
half by eleven?” 

“Got it,” she said. 

“Now, can you use your imagination and turn this fat piece of 
paper that is in your mind's eye into a cube or a box? Can you see 
it acquire depth, chree-dimensionality?” As I watched my student’s 
face I had the sense that in some inexplicable way I could actually 
see when she was thinking this. 

Just as 1 was discounting this idea as sheer impossibility my stu- 
dent said, “Yeah, I’ve got it.” 

Probably made a good guess, | thought. 

“Is there something about your state of mind that is different now, 
when you're thinking of this three-dimensional cube, from before, 
when you were thinking of a flat piece of paper?” I asked. 

“Definitely,” she said, with a tone of voice that told me she was 
intrigued. 

I was intrigued myself. I decided to continue our experiment. 
“Now erase the cube in your mind and we'll try something differ- 
ent. If I ask you to think in the direction np—toward the top of your 
head, similar to the way that you were thinking of the spatial 
dimensions of the cube a moment ago—can you do that? Can you 
be aware of the direction that is up toward the top of your head and 
even beyond it?” I watched closely. Again J had the distinct sense I 
knew when my student was thinking this direction, and again she 
announced her success shortly afterward. 

“Right, I said,“How about wide? What is it to think wide? Wide 
means thinking of expanding out both sides of you at once like 
smoke pouring out both your ears.” There was a long pause. Her eyes 
seemed to be focusing slightly differently from each other and her 
face, while not literally moving, was somehow changing. Some sort 
of quality of expansion appeared to be happening on the left side 
of her face but not on the right. 

“What’s happening?” I asked. 
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“This is weird.” 

“What's weird?” 

“I can think wide to the Icft with no problem, but I can’t get it 
on the right.” 

In that moment I do not know whether 1 was more astonished 
that my student was understanding what I was asking of her or that 
I seemed to know when she was thinking wide to the left but not 
the right, before she said it. Since I had not admitted that all of this 
was as new and experimental to me as it was to her, I retrained from 
expressing my astonishment and tried to maintain a semblance of 
nonchalance as I replied, “Okay, give it some more time.” 

After a moment she smiled. “That’s better. Pve got it.” 

“Now one more, Can you think forward? Think in the direction 
that is in front of you. Since you're lying down, it’s toward the ceiling.” 

Another pause. Her eyes dropped downward, then they rose 

‘back up, I waited. Her ribs began moving more freely; her eyes 
appeared more focused. This time we both smiled. Neither of us 
needed to comment. She knew I knew she knew. 

“Can you put them together?” I asked.““Can you think up, wide, 
and forward at the same time? Say the words to yourself sequen- : 
tially, but maintain the awareness of each direction as you add the 
next one until you have them all together in your mind. It is like 
thinking the three-dimensionality of the cube without visualizing 
the object itself” 

It is difficult to describe what I saw. You could not really call it 


16-1. Student's facial expression as her attention 16-2. Student's facial expression as she thinks 
is focused downward, feeling her body. Spatially: up, wide, and forward. 
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an overt physical change, but as before something seemed to 
emanate from my student. Like the pop-up greeting card, she 
seemed to acquire more dimension. She also looked more alert and 
less constrained. This was all the more fascinating as this particular 
student typically had an intense, cross look on her face, and she had 
arrived that day in her usual state. After just a few minutes she looked 
quite different (see Illustrations 16-1 and 16-2). 

Not knowing what else to do, I finished the lesson as usual. After~ 
ward, as she was walking out the door, she turned to me and said in 
a tone of surprise as a half-smile spread across her face,“‘I feel good.” 


This experience so fascinated me that | continued my explorations 
with my students. One day not long afterward, a new student 
arrived, a young adolescent girl whose mother asked me to “See 
what you can do for her.” The mother explained that her daugh- 
ter, Meghan, had terrible posture and seemed depressed, tense, and 
uncommunicative. On questioning, I learned that my student was 
bright, and an avid reader who preferred to be in her room with a 
book than with friends or playing a sport. 

After the first lesson, I could appreciate what her mother was say- 
ing. Although Meghan paid attention she barely spoke or looked at 
me. Her back was curved like a crescent and her shoulders were 
rounded; she held her hands tightly between her thighs. By the end 
of the lesson her response to my efforts was so minimal that I 
wondered whether teaching the Technique to a thirteen-year-old 
in a weekly, private lesson could succeed. And I wondered if it was 
possible to reach this very inward child. 

One day after she had had about five lessons and we had estab- 
lished a bit of a rapport, I asked Meghan to imagine in her mind’s 
eye a piece of paper becoming a cube. Then I asked if she noticed 
anything different in herself. She quickly nodded. 

“Can you say what it is?” I asked with trepidation. 

“I have more space inside my head,” Meghan replied without 
hesitation, I was surprised that she perceived this so quickly, but I 
didn’t say anything. I handed her a book and asked her to read to 
herself. 
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“Do you notice whether anything has changed as you're read- 
ing?” I asked. 

Again without hesitation she answered, “The space inside my 
head is gone.” 

Since she was such a quick student we spent the rest of the les- 
son practicing reading while maintaining this new spatial thinking 
in her mind. At the end of the lesson I asked her to practice it dur- 
ing the coming week. 

Over the intervening days I did not think much about the lesson, 
but when Meghan walked into my teaching room a week later smil- 
ing, looking up at me, and talking, I found myself speechless. Her 
manner of easy and friendly openness was so changed that I thought 
I had a new student. During the lesson she continued to smile, chat, 
ask questions, and talk about school and friends. I asked her if she had 
practiced her spatial thinking. She said she did and had found it fun. 
She sounded so comfortable thac it did not seem to require further 
discussion, so I suggested she continue to practice this as she read. 

We moved on to other topics, but for the next month I had an 
eager and interested student. Meghan arrived each week with fresh 
observations about herself, thought about her lessons, and shared 
with me the changes she was making and her observations of her 
slumping classmates. She was eager to change and seemed to enjoy 
her newly found sense of self. The lessons ended when her mother 
requested a referral for another teacher closer to home to spare her 
so much driving. I agreed but with regret. And I have not forgot- 
ten my young pupil and her striking transformation. 


THE GOOD NEWS is that skilled directing is not a talent only the 
lucky few can possess. We can consciously learn to activate this 
capacity in ourselves, In chapters 18 and 19, we will continue to 
explore this skill, discussing where it comes from in the brain, why 
it is little known, and how we diminish this vital capacity within 
ourselves. In the Self-Experiments at the end of part 4, you will have 
the opportunity to learn to direct and to use this skill to enhance 
how you move. But first, in chapter 17 we will pause a moment to 
return to bodily sensation, and discover how our feelings can stand 
in the way of learning to direct. 
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with Feelings | 


When the time comes that you can trust your feeling, ! 
you won't want tause it. | 
—F. M. ALEXANDER ! 


But what exactly do they mean? More important, how can 
we learn to improve our balance and coordination as we stand, 
move, and perform all the acts of living? 

To answer these questions, let us recall what we have learned: 
Qur unconscious, psychophysical habits interfere with our loco- 
motor skill. And these habits are propelled by our mind’s mis- 
interpretation of bodily sensations. Alexander termed this 
phenomenon faulty sensory appreciation. When he observed hini- + 
self in the mirror, he discovered that he could not reliably judge = 
his feelings. Once he learned to inhibit, and so to prevent his ; 
habits of misuse, an unexpected result was that his sensory judg- | 
ment became more accurate, 

How does this happen? The brain is highly plastic: it can learn, 
unlearn, and relearn anew. As we move differently, new bodily 
feedback is sent to the brain. In time, the brain forges new mean- 
ings from this information. Like an infant learning to walk, we lay 
down new neurological connections and pathways as we change 
our behavior, But while this more accurate sensory judgment is 
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vital, it can also stand in the way of learning how to direct. If we want 
to learn how to stand, move, and live with greater balance and coor- 
dination, learning to judge our feelings more accurately is not our 
goal—it is just the first step. 


My young student Nathan has come to me for one reason. He wants 
to be a better baseball player. We have worked on his batting, catch- 
ing, and running. Now he wants to improve his pitching. Joel, his 
father, a keen student of the Alexander Technique and a lover of 
baseball, has joined us for the lesson. As we walk into the backyard. 
he takes me aside and says,"*Nathan’s strength is in the outfield. And 
his batting is doing great since you worked with him. But I don’t 
know about pitching.” 

By way of response I smile and nod. “Come on out here,” L say 
to Nathan. “Lers see you pitch.” 

Nathan is a quiet, sandy-haired boy in his early teens. He walks 
into the middle of the yard where I am standing and gives me a shy 
smile. His father cakes up his position as catcher at the other end. 

“Okay, Nathan, throw the ball.” 

Nathan winds up and hurls it to his father. The ball is high. 

“Throw it some more,’ I ask. 

Nathan throws again and again. The bal] is low, high, wide, 
everywhere but in the strike zone. I ask him what he has been told 
to do to pitch. He gives me a long, technical explanation about his 
arm. It jibes with my observations. As I watch him move, I see that 
Nathan is focusing his mind exclusively on his arm, trying to judge 
whether he is doing what he thinks he should be doing based on 
how his arm feels as he throws. 

“Okay, Nathan, here’s what I want you to do. Forget everything 
you've been told to do with your arm.” It’s impossible not to notice 
his skeptical expression, so I add, “Forget about your arm for now, 
okay? You can think about your arm all you want another time. For 
now I want you to look at the glove your dad is holding. Look at 
the mitt. Don’t worry about your arm, your pitch, or your form. 
Watch the glove. Don’t take your eyes off it. Watch the glove while 
you're winding up, while you're following through and stepping 


onto your front foot, while you're releasing the ball, even after the 
ball has left your hand. Got it?” 

Nathan wears an uncertain smile and does not look me in the 
eye. “Do you understand what I’m asking? It’s like the batting 
game, but this time think of not throwing. Then think about see- 
ing the glove.” 

Nathan gives me a nod as I step out of the way. He stands still for 
a moment. His eyes focus across the field on his father. He has lost 
the downward, inwardly focused expression he had moments before. 
He steps back, winds up, shifts his weight forward onto his left leg 
while keeping his mind focusing on the glove at the other end of 
the field. He sustains this as his arm moves past his body, bending 
fluidly and easily. The ball is out of his hand but Nathan does not 
drop his attention from the glove. A moment later the ball lands pre- 
cisely on target. 

“Hey!” his father yells with enthusiasm, “Wow!” 

Nathan is quiet, but it is clear from his smile that he is pleased. 
His expression also tells me that he does not quite believe he did it. 
I repeat the instructions. He throws again—straight into the mitt. 
Nathan gives me an expression of surprise and pleasure. 

“You see? You don’t have to focus your mind on feeling your arm 
so much. Tell yourself not to do that. Your arm will do what it’s sup- 
posed to do if you focus your attention on seeing the mitt. Think 
about where you want the ball to go. See the mitt. Don’t stop sée- 
ing it. That’s what’s most important. Everything will follow from 
that.” 


UNLIKE BETTY, WHOM we observed in chapter 6 standing on one 
leg and taking a step, Nathan’s difficulty is not one of excess ten- 
sion and poor coordination skewing his sensory judgment. 
Nonetheless, feelings are at the source of his problem. Nathan has 
been given specific instructions about what to do with his arm as 
he throws. As a result, he has learned to overtocus his attention on 
his arm as he tries to feel what his arm is doing in order to know 
if it is doing the right thing, and to make correcting adjustments as 
he pitches. He believes he must focus on his arm in order to know 
what it is doing to better control its action. Nathan is operating from 
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the common assumption that, by paying attention to the feeling of 
his arm as he throws, he will be able to carry out his coach’s instruc- 
tions and thus pitch more successfully. But by focusing his mind so 
exclusively on feeling his arm, he is diminishing his spatial aware- 
ness. Even though his sensory judgments are accurate, he is failing 
to put his attention where he needs it—to think in the right 
direction—in the direction that he wants the ball to go. 

To offer an analogy, imagine sitting on an airplane listening to the 
engines hum and enjoying the view, and thus knowing you are on 
the plane. This knowing is well and good, and it is certainly correct, 
but it is not the same thing as sitting in the cockpit working the con- 
trols to fly the plane. In other words, the means by which we feel 
in order to know what is happening in our body is not the same as 
the means by which we direct—thinking spatially—to orient our- 
selves where we want to go. Being able to know what our body is 
doing comes to us from sensory feedback. But being able to skill- 
fully balance and coordinate our body as we move in space comes 
to us largely from directing. 

Correcting Nathan’s problem was simple. He did not need lots 
of instruction. By asking him to focus on secing the mitt, he restored 
this orienting mechanism within himself. I did not tell him to 
direct in precisely the way that Alexander recommended, but by 
bringing Nathan’s attention to seeing che mitr he improved his spa- 
tial thinking. This in curn played a vital role in improving his over- 
all coordination as he threw. Like Jared, who learned to watch the 
ball as he allowed his helper to organize and time the movements 
of his arms, Nathan stopped overconcentrating on feeling and 
deciding what to do with his arm as he pitched. By focusing on the 
mitt, he restored this mechanism of spatial orientation. In the 
process he experienced the critical difference between moving his 
body through knowing-by-feeling, versus orienting-by-directing. 

Nathan’s story highlights an important problem inherent in 
much of the instruction that performers and athletes receive. They 
are given a lot of specific instructions about what to do with spe- 
cific body parts: make the elbow do this; put your fingers like that; 
hold your arm this way; bend your knees, etc. Although some of this 
is necessary to learn any skilled activity, it can also inadvertently 
teach us to fix our attention on feeling. The assumption is that if we 
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focus in this way hard enough, studying, analyzing, and concen- 
trating on a sensation (wrong or right), we will know what is hap- 
pening, know the right thing to do, and be able to do it. Feeling and 
knowing are assumed to be the necessary and sufficient means for 
acquiring movement skill. 

But remember that our feelings come to us via an input signal. 
They are messages that come into the brain because of changes in 
the body. Noticing our feelings is reassuring and informative, but it 
is a bit like a dog chasing its tail—focusing on our feelings makes us 
double back on ourselves. Sensations come to our awareness affer an 
action has happened. As such, by focusing on a feeling we are actu- 
ally putting our attention on an event that has already happened, albeit 
by a fraction of a second. By contrast, directing—like inhibiting—is 
an output signal, It is a command from the brain to initiate a behav- 
ior. To do this we must send a signal (a thought), rather than focus our 
attention on a result (a feeling).To return to our analogy, focusing on 
a feeling is like taking in the view from the plane. Directing is how 
we fly the plane, determining where we want to go. 

Our common mistake is the assumption that accurate sensory 
perception is sufficient to change and improve how we move. This 
is what I call the “fault” in faulty sensory appreciation. But accu- 
rately feeling what we are doing is not sufficient. In addition to 
learning to inhibit, we must learn to direct. 

Before going on to discuss this skill, we must consider one more 
problem that focusing on our feelings can create. 


Nancy, a lovely young dancer with wavy brown hair, a pretty face, 
and a willowy body, came to me complaining that she did not have 
good balance. “Can you help me with this?” she asked. Since then 
she has had about fifteen lessons. Today I have asked her to stand in 
front of the mirror. 

“Nancy,” I begin, “I’d like you to go ahead and stand on one leg. 
Either leg. Let me watch what you do.” Nancy immediately lifts her 
arms away from the sides of her body, shifts her weight onto her left 
leg, lifts her right leg up in front of her, and points her toes. She 


"MORE PROBLEMS WITH FEELINGS O22 


www. /.engbookpdf. com 


17-1. Nancy standing on 
her left leg and raising 
the right leg. Her facial 
expression is tense, the 
jaw is pulled back, and 
the neck is tense and stiff. 
Her shoulders, arms, 
hands, and fingers are 
also tense. Her upper 
chest is lifted, which 
means her back muscles 
are shortened and she is 
holding her breath. Her 
eyes are not seeing 
outward but focused 
inward on the feelings in 
her body. 


stands like a rock. Not a wobble. I ask her to do this again, this time 
standing on her right leg. She repeats the same procedure precisely 
(Illustration 17-1). 

“Okay, this time I'd like you to stand on your left leg and bring 


your right leg up in front of you as before, but then, keeping your 
right leg up in the air, move it in an arc around yourself. Move your 
leg to the side of your body and then behind you.” This is a fairly 
standard ballet movement and I know my student understands 
what I am asking. 

Nancy begins as before. But as she starts to move her right leg, 
slowly and deliberately, her standing leg begins to wobble. I watch 
the muscles in her left leg gripping harder as she tenses to keep her- 
self from wobbling. It only happens more. Her eyes are down. Her 
lips are pressed together. She continues moving her leg in an arc until 
it finishes behind her. 
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“Okay, now put your leg down.” 

Nancy drops her right leg, Jets out a sigh, and collapses her torso 
forward to stretch her back muscles. She has been working hard in 
the brief time it has taken her to do the movement, 

“What would you say you're trying to do?” I ask gently. “Can you 
describe what it is you want?” 

“Once in a while in dance class I find this place of balance. It feels 
so light and casy. f’m trying to find that feeling again, but usually I can’t 
find it and I feel myself wobbling so I try to fix it. Then I get tense 
and frustrated, angry with myself. Why can’t! find this every time?” 

She wants to find a feeling from the past? 

Like Nathan, Nancy is well coordinated physically. She also over- 
focuses her mind on sensation. Unlike Nathan, Nancy is not a 
beginner. She has spent countless hours in dance studios and per- 
forming on stage. Because of her experience, she is able to summon 
in her mind the memory of past feelings. It is as if she is remem- 
bering the view from another plane ride, when the plane was going 
somewhere else. She is orienting herself to a feeling but it is the 
memory of a feeling. As she moves her leg, she loses all awareness 
of herself and her surroundings in the present moment. She loses 
sight of now, Nancy’s mind is on the past, hoping to recover a 
remembered ideal. 

Dancers are typically highly aware of bodily sensations, This is like 
having 20/20 eyesight. People who are highly attuned to feelings 
often choose carcers in dance, sports, or other types of athletic activ- 
ity. They love to move, in part because it stimulates powerful feel- 
ings that continually flood their awareness. Of all the senses, bodily 
sensation is their main course. They love the feel of their body in 
motion and can usually describe in great detail moments of extraor- 
dinary felt experience. Although it is all right to enjoy such mem- 
ories, it is not sufficient for learning to master complicated 
movements that require highly skilled balance and coordination. 

Working with students like Nancy, who are professionals in 
movement-oriented disciplines, presents a special challenge. Lt is dif- 
ficult to persuade them not to try to feel as they think they should, 
wish they could, or remember they once did. When I ask them to 
inhibit their overfocus on sensation, they react as if I had asked them 
to give up the family heirlooms. My job is to use my hands to give 
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them experiences of moving differently, in a way that is unlike any- 
thing they have experienced before, with better balance and coor- 
dination. Gradually they become willing to let go of their 
attachment to knowing-by-feeling, and eager to replace this with 
conscious directing. 
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Nature does nothing uselessly. 
—ARISTOTLE 
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[P CHAPTER 5, I proposed that bodily sensation should be | 
recognized as our sixth sense. In this chapter I will discuss | 
another sensory structure known as the vestibular apparatus, 
and explain why it should be recognized as our seventh sense.1] | 
wil] also discuss how this system functions, in order to shed some 
light on its essential role in our locomotor skill, helping us to bal- 
ance and coordinate our movements, and enabling us to direct. 
I will begin with 2 simple overview of what a sensory system is. 

Your eyes, for example, are specialized sensory structures; 
designed to receive a type of stimulus (light) and focus this onto 
the back of the eye, where light-sensitive cells respond by trig- 
geting optic nerves. These nerves send their signals to the visual 
cortex located at the back of your brain. The brain processes these 
stimuli and interprets them. The result is what we speak of as see- 
ing. It is a misnomer to say that we see with our eyes. We focus 
and transform light into nerve stimuli with our eyes, but we see 
with our brain. Similarly, the ears have specialized structures 
that transform sound waves into neurological signals that we can 
hear. The nose and mouth contain structures that are sensitive to 
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air- and water-borne molecules that we can smell and taste. Thus, 
cach sensory organ transforms particular stimuli into nerve signals 
that are routed to the brain, which reccives and then transforms 
these signals into the gestalt of perceptual meaning. 

The way that the brain does this, however, is neither simple nor 
inevitable. The brain learns to make sense of sensory inputs at crit- 
ical developmental stages in early childhood. Further, each person’s 
experience, training, and level of attention can alter and even 
enhance the brain’s powers of perception. For example, profes- 
sional musicians listen to music differently than chose who have not 
received extensive ear training. Lack of sensory stimulation also 
affects the brain's perceptual powers. The brain becomvs less atten- 
tive to sensory capacities that are little used. 

In chapter 5, we learned that most of us have been taught that we 
have five senses: sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, and we saw that 
this list omits our sixth sense of bodily sensation. It also omits the 
vestibular apparatus,” another sensory system that is tucked inside our 
skull where it is hidden from view, positioned next to the inner ears 
on either side of the head. This sensory system is usually over- 
looked in discussions about our senses, or subsumed under the cat- 
egory known as proprioception, which is defined broadly as our 
capacity to feel or sense our body in motion.'! But proprioceptive recep- 
tors are located in our muscles and joints, and so are entirely sepa- 
rate from and different in structure from the vestibular apparatus. And 
whereas these receptors tell us about the movement of our muscles 
and joints, the vestibular apparatus tells us about the movement of 
our head. Further, the sensory inputs from the vestibular apparatus 
travel to a particular area of the brain via a branch of the eighth cra- 
nial nerve. These distinctions warrant classifying the vestibular appa- 
ratus as a discrete sensory system, and numbering it our seventh sense. 


THE VESTIBULAR APPARATUS (remember that you have two of 
these, one on either side of your head) consists of three tiny, narrow, 
semicircular tubes (also referred to as canals). Each tube is posi- 
tioned in your head in one of three spatial planes: vertical (up- 
down), horizontal (side-to-side), or sagittal (forward-back). The 
tubes are filled with thick fluid. They are also lined with specialized 


* This sensory structure is also referred to as the “semicircular canals.” 
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cells with tiny hairlike projections. When your head tilts, turns, or 
pivots on your neck, the fluid pushes the hairs. In curn, these cells 
stimulate nerves chat send their inputs to your brain. These hairlike 
projections are also set in motion as your head accelerates or decel- 
erates, as when you suddenly change speed as you are driving. And 
they are stimulated when your head moves in space with your 
body, as when you bend down or stand up from a chair. 

To give a simple example of this system in action, imagine that 
you are sitting at your desk and you hear a door bang open behind 
you. The muscles in your neck suddenly contract to turn your 
head toward the sound, so that your eyes and ears can better locate 
where it is coming from and determine what is causing it. As your 
head turns, the fluid in the horizontally positioned canals also 
moves. The hairlike cells in these canals are stimulated and send your 
brain information (along with proprioceptive receptors located in 
your neck muscles and joints), telling your brain that your head has 
turned horizontally in space. Next, your brain contracts muscles to 
turn your body, repositioning your body relative to your head,so that you 
can readily move where you want to go, 

The vestibular apparatus also includes two small structures called 
the utricle and saccule. These are filled with fluid, too, but sus- 
pended within it are tiny pieces of calcium called otoliths. As you 
move your head, the otoliths fall in the direction of gravity like par- 
ticles in a snow globe when you shake it, The otoliths fall onto 
pressure-sensitive cells that trigger sensory nerves. As a result, your 
brain also learns about your head’s movement relative to the direction 
of the pull of gravity. 

Thus, your head’s every movement sends your brain a stream of 
data. No other part of your body contains such a specialized struc- 
ture for informing the brain of its whereabouts. We can readily 
imagine that as animals evolved, it became vital for the brain to 
know the location and direction of its head—home to eyes, ears, 
nose, mouth, and increasingly important brain. Seen broadly, the 
vestibular apparatus performs many subtle and complex tasks essen- 
tial for an animal that moves in space and within a gravitational 
field, and scientists are still unlocking its mysteries. Fortunately, we 
don’t have to wait for them to find all the answers. We can learn a 
lot about the vestibular apparatus by observing how we behave 
when it malfunctions. 
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Vertigo is a common malfunction of the vestibular apparatus. Its 
cause is not always easy to determine, but it can be caused by a virus 
or even by stress. Vertigo is often confused with dizziness, but they 
are not the same. You can make yourself dizzy by turning around in 
place for about ten seconds, which sets the fluid in your semicircular 
canals in motion. When you stop turning, you stagger from one leg 
to the other and the room appears to be spinning around you. You 
can prevent yourself from falling by putting your attention on the 
feeling of your feet on the ground (proprioceptive and bodily 
inputs) and by focusing your eyes on an object in the room (visual 
inputs). The movement of the fluid in your semicircular canals 
soon stops, and the dizziness subsides. 

Vertigo, however, is something different. Instead of the feeling that 
the world around you is spinning, vertigo creates the feeling that the 
world inside of you is spinning. This is not like the usual perception 
you have of yourself in motion as you walk down the street, or feel 
yourself bending to pick something up, or the way you feel as your 
car accelerates. If your vestibular apparatus is functioning normally, 
even. with your eyes closed you know that you are moving and you 
know where the parts of your body are relative to each other. But 
you would not say that your insides are moving. You have a sense 
of inner stillness and stability as you move, which are such constant fea- 
tures of your existence that you take them entirely for granted. 

By contrast, vertigo creates the feeling that everything—inside of 
you and around you—is spinning. There is no sense of stillness at all. 
Sufferers go to bed and stay there, hoping to make the spinning stop. 
The slightest movement of the head reignites the feeling of spin. 
Strangely, this sense of spinning never completes itself in the way you 
would feel if you stood and turned your body in a complete circle. 
At least in my own experience, it feels as if the spin is constantly 
beginning-—but never completing—its rotation. 

We can learn from this that vertigo interferes with a vital function of the 
vestibular apparatus, which is to help you orient your body in space. Let me 
explain. Imagine for a moment that you are feeling hungry and 
decide to get a snack. With little or no conscious awareness, your 
mind quickly makes two assessments: your position in the house, and 
the position of the kitchen relative to where you are. With these coor- 
dinates, you can plot your route from where you are to where you 
want to go, and thus make your way to the food. Without knowing 
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both of these coordinates, you could not orient 
yourself and make your way to the kitchen. 
Similarly, your vestibular apparatus helps you to 
know where you are in space and where you 
intend to go, and so to orient your movements 
purposefully in space as you move. 

We can say then that the vestibular apparatus 
is a spatial-orienting system, made possible due 
to its sensitivity to both the direction of motion of 
the head and the head's position relative to gravity. For 
example, after you have been sitting for a while, 
the otoliths have stopped falling and the fluid in 
the canals has settled. There are few stimuli 
coming to you from your seventh sense. But as 
you pivot forward to stand up, suddenly your 
brain receives vestibular data that enables it to 
plot its coordinates for orientation: It learns the 
direction that is toward the ground by the direc- 
tion of fall of the otoliths. By extension, it also 
learns the direction that is opposite to gravity— 
the direction I call “vertical up.” (Illustration 
18-1[A].) And it learns the direction of travel of the head from the 18-1. Orienting directions: 
motion of the fluid in the semicircular canals—the direction I call htt ian 
“headward up.” (Illustration 18-1[B].) i 

As adults, we spend much of our time standing and sitting, 
which are positions in which our vertically positioned semicircu- 
lar canal is aligned with the vertical up direction. But this is not always 


the case, as when we pivot forward to stand up or sit down, swim, or 
do a back flip. In these more dynamic activities our brain becomes a 
skilled mathematician, using data from the vestibular apparatus to cal- 
culate rates of speed and changing angles between our coordinates 
(the ground, vertical up, and headward up) to determine where we 
are, and to orient ourselves toward where we want to go. 

This orienting ability depends on a fundamental capacity of the 
vestibular system that is widely overlooked: In order to orient ourselves 
in space, our mind must be able to conceive of space itself. Inputs from 
our three vestibular canals give us the ability to conceive of three spatial 
dimensions, and so to conceive of precise directions within space, as when we 
aim a ball before throwing it, or reach for an object on a shelf. 
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To experience thinking in a spatial direction, try this experiment: 
Simply think in the spatial direction that is up, toward the top of your 
head. De not lift your eyes or move your head. Just think up. Do you 
notice that this requires a distinct awareness in your mind that was 
not present before? If you are not sure, try the spatial thought 
downward, coward your feet. Then think up again, and switch back 
and forth several tumes. (You will have the opportunity to explore 
this more fully in the self-experiments, section E.) 

When you have vertigo, it is this capacity to conceive of three- 
dimensional space and to think in precise spatial directions that is 
seriously compromised. [f you close your eyes, you cannot conceive 
of “upness” or “downness.” Have you ever swum underwater, eyes 
closed, and experienced a moment of feeling that you did not 
know which way was up? This ts similar to what I am describing. 
When you have vertigo, it is also difficult to decide to move a limb 
because it is difficult to conceive of space and thus to aim it where 
you want it to go. (You can compensate for this, however, by put- 
ting your attention on bodily sensations—by the feeling of your 
body contacting a surface, for example, or by feeling your body's 
movements, or by noticing visual inputs.) But vertigo seriously 
impedes our ability to conceive of and to orient ourselves spatially. In sum, 
if our eyes enable us to see, our ears to hear, our nose to smell, and 
so on, what can we say our vestibular apparatus enables us to do? We 
can now better appreciate that the vestibular apparatus enables us to 
think spatially, or, as Alexander termed it, to direct. 


LET US TAKE a look at the role of our seventh sense in balance and 
coordination. 

The vestibular apparatus is often described as our organ of bal- 
ance. This stems from the 1830s, when a French scientist named 
Flourens made lesions in the ears of pigeons in order to test the ear’s 
sensory functions. He expected this to cause hearing loss. Instead, 
to his surprise the pigeons staggered as they walked, traveling in cir- 
cles until they reached a dark corner of the room. Then they sat 
down and remained there.? We can now appreciate that by deacti- 
vating their vestibular apparatus, Flourens gave the pigeons vertigo. 
This and similar studies are cited to explain that the vestibular 
apparatus enables us to balance. But this example can give us a flawed 
conception of what that means. We can form the misimpression that 
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because the pigeons staggered as they walked, the vestibular appa- 
ratus was not performing its job of working the muscles suffi- 
ciently to hold the pigeons upright. 

To better understand the problem this conception of balance cre- 
ates, let me resume my story of vertigo. 

When my vertigo is less severe and I am sitting in a chair, I can 
notice the moment when the feeling of spin begins. For me the spin 
is always toward the right and includes a slight rightward tilt. A spht 
second afterward, my brain reacts to this false feeling af spin and tilt by 
contracting my muscles and pulling my torso to the left. Once | am 
actually leaning to the left, my brain compensates again by contract- 
ing muscles to pull me to the right. In short, my brain is compensat- 
ing for my malfunctioning vestibular system by relying on inputs from 
my sixth sense, bodily sensation. As it feels me begin to lean, it pulls 
me in the opposite direction. But each correcting action is too large, 
and my body continually overshoots the mark. Since my vestibular 
apparatus is not functioning, my brain cannot conceive of the spatial 
directions toward the ground, vertical up, or headward up. In other 
words, my brain cannot orient my body to the vertical direction. 

If I am walking when this happens, my gait takes on a lurching 
quality. First there is the imaginary feeling of spin and tilt to the 
right, then my muscles pull me to the left, then they pull me back 
the other way again, and so on. Like the pigeons, it appears that I 
am “losing my balance.” But to put this more precisely, my brain is 
causing me to stagger because it is compensating for the absence of 
vestibular inputs, which are designed to help me balance by ori- 
enting my headward up direction with vertical up. My problem is that 
my brain can no longer determine precisely where these directions are. 

Have you ever tried to ice skate, or stand on a skateboard? You 
quickly discover that your first challenge is to keep yourself from 
falling. These activities require a high level of balancing skill. You 
soon learn that to balance is not so easy, and that some of us 
(notably Olympic ice skaters) can balance a lot better than others. 
You also quickly learn that balancing does not mean holding your- 
self in a fixed position. If you tense your muscles excessively, you will 
immediately fall down. Your body must move in response to the 
movement of the “ground” beneath you. The more quickly and 
accurately that you can make small, rapid adjustments in your body 
as the many centers of gravity of all your moving parts shift and 
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change in space and relative to each other and to gravity, the longer 
you will remain upright. 

Now we can better appreciate that balance does not mean grip- 
ping our muscles, holding ourselves tightly in a position. Recall the 
example of Nancy in the previous chapter, who believed that to bal- 
ance meant to hold her body still. When she began to wobble, she 
reacted by tensing even more, trying to prevent herself from mov- 
ing. But holding our body tensely to keep from moving is not bal- 
ance. Skilled balance means maintaining a condition throughout the 
body that is best characterized as having a maximum potential for move- 
ment while using a minimum of muscular effort. Further, for the vestibu- 
lar apparatus to function optimally in helping us to balance, the head 
must move. Our seventh sense does very little to help us balance 
when we are tense and unmoving. If you observe a master of the 
art of balance, such as a tightrope walker, you will see that the 
entire body is fluid and supple, and the head in particular is con- 
tinually moving, albeit ever so slightly, in order to continually feed 
the brain information essential for spatial orientation. 

In sum, our seventh sense does not help us balance by tensing our 
muscles to keep us fixedly upright. Balance would be better 
described as an exquisitely delicate act of continually recovering— 
not holding—our uprightess. In order to achieve this, a subtle poise 
and mobility of the head on the spine is essential to stimulate our 
seventh sensory system, which sends its data to the brain, enabling 
it to know our spatial orientation—particularly the direction toward 
the ground, and the direction of movement of the head, 

To more fully understand what is required for skilled balance, next 
we must consider the role of other sensory systems, particularly 
vision and bodily sensation, (Keep in mind that bodily sensation as 
I am defining it includes proprioception, the information we receive 
from receptors in muscles and joints that tell us about our body’s 
movements.) To balance upright, we must draw from all of these sen- 
sory inputs in varying degrees and in varying proportions, depend- 
ing on what we are doing. An important element in our ability to 
balance is not only what we do, but also how we do it. 

Try this simple experiment: Stand for a while on one leg. Then 
close your eyes and do this again You will find that it is harder to bal- 
ance when your eyes are closed. Why is this? When you are standing 
or sitting, unmoving, there is little information coming to you from 
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your vestibular apparatus. Your brain relies instead primarily on visual 
cues to orient you to the vertical upright position. For example, it can 
use the vertical walls in the room as cues, telling your brain where 
upright is. You are not usually aware that you are using your vision to 
help you remain upright, but when you close your eyes and stand on 
one leg, it is quickly apparent that you do. In addition, your brain uses 
inputs from proprioceptive receptors, such as the information that 
your knees are straight rather than bene, and from bodily sensation, 
such as the feeling of the soles of your feet on the ground. 

In short, to balance well requires using a combination of sensory 
systems whose roles change depending on what you are doing. If 
you are running, your head is moving through space and so vestibu- 
lar inputs play a greater part, especially as you increase or decrease 
your speed. If you are skiing, traveling at high speed down a steep 
mountain slope, making sharp turns and jumping over moguls, your 
head is constantly moving, accelerating and decelerating, as well as 
changing its position relative to gravity and to your body. In addi- 
tion, your headward up direction is not aligned with vertical up. 
Now your vestibular apparatus plays a much larger part in main- 
taining your uprightness. 

But, as l have said, balance is also a learned skill. It does not always 
function automatically or optimally. As such, your skill in balanc- 
ing can be hindered by learned habits. For example, if you over- 
rely on your vision to help you balance as you ski down a steep 
slope, your torso will shift slightly back in space toward vertical up. 
This shifts your center of gravity back as well, which causes your skis 
to slip out in front of you. Or if you try to balance using bodily sen- 
sation, you will focus your mind on your feelings, judging their 
meaning and adjusting your muscle activity accordingly. But your 
reaction times will be too slow and you will tend to overreact. And 
if you tense your muscles excessively, fixing your head’s position on 
your neck, trying to prevent yourself from falling by creating a reas- 
suring feeling of effort in your muscles, you will prevent your joints 
from making subtle adjusting movements—especially movements 
of your head that are necessary for the optimal functioning of your 
seventh sense. 

Remember Jules and his friends in chapter 16 as they tried to do 
cartwheels? Most of them collapsed on the mat as soon as their head 
shifted away from vertical up. To do a cartwheel, neither visual nor 
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18-2. Baby sitting: the 
torso is balancing and 
coordinating upward; the 
head is poised forward 
and up on top of the 
neck; the arms and legs 
are lengthening away 
from the torso. 


bodily cues are much help. You must rely almost entirely on your 
vestibular system as you direct your body in space, framing in your 
mind the spatial direction in which your head is moving as well as 
that of each of your limbs, while propelling yourself in an upside- 
down, right-side-up-again revolution. 

Let us take a moment to summarize what we have learned thus 
far about the role of the vestibular apparatus in our locomotor func- 
tioning: It plays a role in our felt sense that, while we are moving, 
our insides are not. It helps us to orient our body in relation to our 
head as we move. It enables us to know the direction of gravity, the 
direction opposite to gravity (vertical up), and the direction of 
headward up. It enables us to conceive of three-dimensional space, 
and to think of specific directions within space, and so to accurately 
orient ourselves spatially as we direct our body’s movements in 
space. It helps us to balance, a process of continually recovering our 
uprightness, especially as we move our head and trunk away from 
vertical up. We could say that the vestibular apparatus is a spatially 
orienting, righting, directing, and balancing system. 


THERE IS ANOTHER vital function of our seventh sense that we 
must consider—its role in our coordination. Let me begin by clari- 
fying that I am not using this word to refer to how well we perform 
a task: for example, how fast we can run, or how high we can jump. 
I am not referring to a specific skill in performing any particular 
physical activity. I am referring to a subtler action that should 
accompany everything we do as upright, balancing bipeds. 

As the vestibular apparatus sends the brain its coordinates, the brain 
sends commands to the muscles of the neck and torso to adjust their 
tone.Tone is a steady state of low-level activity in the mus- 
cles, which allows them to work for sustained periods. Tone 
is particularly important in the deep musculature of the 
torso. (This is the primary vertebrate locomotor system that 
we discussed in chapter 3) The vestibular apparatus sends 
inputs that trigger the brain to activate these muscles, 
increasing their tone sufficiently to support the entire 
spine, enabling it to maintain its upward direction against 
gravity. In other words, the seventh sense assists in coordinating 
the activity of the trank muscles to support and lengthen the spine 
in the direction of the head. 
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In Illustration 18-2, we see this lengthening coordination in the baby 
as she sits. All healthy babies sit this way. They do not consciously 
decide to sit up straight, or tell themselves to hold their body up. 
The baby’s torso lengthens upward as if pulled by an invisible 


string. However, this picture cannot show an essential element of 


how the baby does this: The child’s head constantly wobbles deli- 
cately as it is poised on the neck. The torso also moves slightly at the 
hip joints. The resulting stream of vestibular data signals the child’s 
brain to sustain the muscle tone of the deep back muscles to sup- 
port the torso as it sits. 

We can see another example of this lengthening coordination by 
comparing Illustrations 18-3 and 18-4. In the first picture, Burleigh 
sits in a state of relaxed and lowered attention. In the next picture, 
something has captured his attention and he has become more alert. 
Now his neck has moved slightly back and his head has moved 
slightly forward on his neck. As a result of these vestibular inputs, 
his brain has increased the tone in his back muscles to create a 
lengthening response throughout his torso. Alexander termed this 
upwardly coordinating mechanism a primary control within us that 
underlies and enhances how we move, helping to coordinate our torso 
in the direction of our head. 

However, if you compare the picture of the baby with the pic- 
tures of John and Erin sitting during their first lesson (Illustrations 
1-1 and 2-1), you may wonder if this is correct. Both John and Erin 
appear in stark contrast to the child. Neither of them sits poised eas- 
ily upward as the baby does. John’s spine is collapsed as he leans 
against the back of the chair. Erin’s spine is stiffly held, compress- 
ing spinal disks and pulling her pelvis forward. Neither of them sits 
with either balance or lengthening coordination. Sadly, they are not 
the exceptions but the rule. We seldom see adults sitting with the 
easy uprightness of the young child. 

What has happened? 

In chapter 4,1 proposed that the problem of our mind-body dis- 
connection begins in our biology. Bodily feedback from our uncon- 
scious and habitual patterns of movement are sent to the brain, 
causing faulty self-perceptions and erroneous beliefs that skew our 
behavior, and for which we do not have an objective system of self- 
correction. In addition, our self-defense system is closely tied to our 
locomotor system. Long-term threat, often self-generated, causes the 


18-3. Dog: relaxed sit. 


18-4. Dog: sitting with 
increased lengthening 
coordination. 
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amygdala to generate chronically maladaptive responses in our 
musculature, further fueling this cycle. 

But we face additional challenges. Millions of years ago, when 
humans began to develop the capacity to think with words, there was 
no extra space in the skull for additional neurons to perform this 
function. What happened? Scientists tell us that prior to the devel- 
opment of language, we had two areas in the brain—one on either 
side—for spatial thinking. Apparently, one of these areas was usurped 
for language. Today we literally have less brain for thinking spatially. 
Further, because we have a talent for language, we use it. Most of us 
spend virtually all our waking hours engaged in reading, writing, 
speaking, listening, or silently talking to ourselves with words. As we 
saw in the case of Meghan, this condition might be viewed as an 
overuse syndrome, creating a brownout in our brains: With too 


many mental functions vying for a finite amount of energy, each gets 
less. We give our mind’s attention to language, not to space. 

In addition, since most of us have learned unconsciously to 
maintain our uprightness primarily through visual inputs, our brain’s 
attention to vestibular information is reduced, Have you noticed that 
children love to swing, and hang upside down from a jungle gym? 
Most adults feel nauseated after just a few minutes on a swing, and 
we rarely find grown-ups hanging upside down anywhere. By 
adulthood, we have become habituated to maintaining our head- 
ward-up direction aligned with vertical up. This significantly lim- 
its inputs from the vestibular system. Over time, the brain learns to 
make do with less and less vestibular information. But our sensory 
systems need to be used in order for the brain’s perceptual powers 
to become finely tuned and highly skilled. Without motion we limit 
the inputs to, and the use of, our seventh sensory system. 

Finally, excess tension—especially in the muscles of the neck, jaw, 
shoulders, and upper back—create particular problems. As Alexan- 
der correctly observed, because the vestibular system is sensitive to 
the movement of the head, the data it gathers can become distorted 
by overtensing and malcoordinating our head and neck muscula- 
ture: first, by fixing the position of the head on top of the neck; second, by 
misaligning the normal upright poise of the neck (which in turn also affects 
the head's position). Trying to move efficiently and skillfully while mal- 
coordinating our head and neck is hke putting a rain gauge under 
a tree, positioning it on a slant, and expecting it to take an accurate 


Ae Me Lanora e TMO Mea o aa e ae Ataamta a ee ee 


EGN HOW YOU STAND, HOW YOU MOVE, HOW YOU LIYE =~ ~ 


www.engbookpdf.com 


SS == o oe 


reading, The instrument’ placement and alignment interferes with 
its ability to function, skewing its data. Excessive neck tension does 
the same to the vestibular system. (Take a moment to review the 
illustrations of head and neck malcoordination in II-1 and II-2.} 

How do we remedy the many factors that impede the function- 
ing of our vestibular system? 

First, ic is important to increase sensory inputs to this system by 
increasing movement activity, especially movements that take the 
head and torso away from vertical up. Neat, it is important to let the 
brain’s overburdened language function have a rest by lessening our 
verbal activity. (If you have not tried it yet, section C includes a self- 
experiment for learning how to do this.) 

The best method for remedying our unconscious interference 
with our vestibular system was developed by E M. Alexander: First, 
his method teaches us how to reduce unnecessary muscle tension, 
particularly in the head, neck, and shoulders through conscious inhi- 
bition. Second, it teaches us how to develop our brain’s attention to 
spatial inpucs through conscious direction, Just as practice can 
heighten our other sensory powers—the ability to listen to music, 
to appreciate a fine wine, to observe the use of color in a painting— 
we can consciously develop our powers of spatial thinking through 
directing, thereby restoring and awakening this vital balance and 
coordination system within us. 
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A New Way 
of Moving 


I'm not afraid of storms. 
for I'm tearning to sail my ship, 
—LOUISA MAY ALCOTT 


RECENTLY, A MAN called asking for an appointment for his 
teenage son. He told me that Brian was a violinist and suffered 
from severe facial pain. The next week, when Brian arrived, I 
welcomed a tall, dark-haired, round-faced fifteen-year-old into 
my teaching room. When I asked him to describe his pain, 
Brian put his hands on the sides of his face, lowered his head, and 
grimaced. Wich this single gesture he drew a compelling picture 
of pain. 

It soon became clear that Brian’s jaw muscles were exceed- 
ingly tight, particularly on the left side where he held his vio- 
lin. [ also could not help noticing the look in his eyes. Teenagers 
often wear a sulky, “don’t come near me” expression, but Brian's 
was acute. It was almost painful to look at bim, impossible to get 
him to make eye contact with me, and a smile was a rare event. 
Despite his seemingly unapproachable manner, Brian’s father 
assured me after his second visit that he liked the lessons and 
wanted to continue. 
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At Brian’s next lesson I decided to take an unprecedented leap. 
Even though I had just begun to introduce inhibition and hadn't yet 
worked with him in the chair, I put him on the table and after some 
initial work asked Brian to imagine in his mind’s eye a flat piece of 
paper.Then I asked him to imagine this paper becoming a cube, gain- 
ing another dimension. With some practice he seemed to be getting 
this, so L asked him to think up, then wide, and then forward. After 
about fifteen minutes Brian was thinking spatially with ease. I got 
him off the table and asked him to stand in front of the chair. 

In previous lessons, I had watched Brian closely as I explained the 
basic concepts of the Technique, It was impossible not to notice that 
he had no upward coordination in his torso at all. His spine was so 
curved as he sat that he lost at least four inches in height. His neck 
was pulled forward, his head clutched backward onto his neck. 

Today, rather than telling him about his misuse of himself, I 
stood next to him as E placed my right hand lightly on the back of 
his head and neck, and my left hand on his hip. Then 1 asked him 
to think again: up, wide, and forward. 

Even after decades of teaching, what happened next took me com- 
pletely by surprise. Something seemed to come unfastened within him 
as Brian’s torso lengthened upward by several inches. His leg muscles 
teleased. Then he folded neatly at his hips, knees, and ankles, his torso 
lengthening headward, and floated lightly down into the chair. 

When he was sitting in the chair with a newly upright torso and 
a head poised beautifully on top of his lengthening spine, [ suggested 
that he turn his head to look at himself in the mirror. 

“Do you notice anything different about yourself?” I asked. 

Brian was silent as he looked in the mirror. His eyes were focused 
and bright. A smile was beginning to spread the corners of his 
mouth. He locked like an entirely different person. Then he noticed | 
me watching him in the mirror. | 

“Its kinda different,” he answered, not losing eye contact with me. 

“Yes, it is,’ I said, smiling back at him. 

I suggested that he practice thinking spatially over the coming 
week as he practiced his violin. 

“Yeah,” Brian answered, his smile stretching into a toothy grin. 

Brian had no idea of the excitement I felt at his sudden transfor- 
mation. The change in his upward coordination was a vivid exam- 
ple of the power of directing. I had not given him any explanation 
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about how to sit, what to do or not do in his body, or even told him 
that I wanted him to sit. I had asked him just to think spatially, and 
his posture and way of moving was immediately transformed. 

I have no doubt that after years of practicing his violin—bracing 
onto the instrument with a powerful clutch in his neck and jaw 
muscles; holding his head, neck, and torso rigidly in this position for 
hours as he practiced; focusing his attention narrowly downward 
onto his fingers and bow; worrying about incorrect notes and 
errant sounds— Brian had created the constellation of conditions 
that created his pain. But his pain was not his central problem. His 
pain was only the end result, the product of years of malcoordinat- 
ing tension that locked his head onto his body as he focused his 
attention ever more narrowly downward. 

This physical and mental compression had become so extreme 
that Brian seemed to be locked inside, as if backed up against an 
inner wall with nowhere to go. The sudden change as he shifted his 
thinking and directed up, wide, and forward was like watching 
someone emerge from a dark cave into the bright light of day. 


BETTY, PART TWO... 0. 0. 


We return to Betry, whom we met in chapter 6. Betty was learning 
that she had a habit of collapsing downward on her hip and com- 
pressing in her torso whenever she stood on her lett leg to take a 
step. I used my hands to guide her in standing more upright as she 
inhibited. Her torso coordinated more upward and she did not col- 
lapse. But Betty insisted this new way of standing felt wrong, adding 
that it felt as if her leg would not support her weight. When I asked 
her to take a step, she could not help reverting to her old way of 
standing, even though my hands were supporting her. Since then 
Betty has been learning to direct. She has been practicing this in her 
lessons while sitting in and standing from a chair. Today we are 
returning to standing on one leg. 

“Betty, would you turn to face the mirror so you can observe 


yourself as we're doing this.” 

Betty turns toward the murror. I look at her expression and see 
her concern. 

“Okay, Betty, before we begin let’s talk about using the mirror. 
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Looking in the mirror is difficult. We become critical when we look 
at ourselves. But in the lesson we're not using the mirror to make 
judgments, good or bad. We're using it to observe, to see things that 
we may not be able to feel. We're also using it to observe ourselves 
moving as we inhibit and direct. You want to be able to inhibit and 
direct as you cross the street and watch for cars, or wash the dishes, 
or play tennis. You need to be able to think and see at the same time. 
So I want you to think and keep looking in the mirror. Is that okay?” 
[ add, inviting comment. 

“Okay,” Betty answers with a slight smile, letting me know that 
l have touched on a source of her anxiety. 

“I'm going to stand behind you with my hands on your ribs. 
Then [’m going to shift your torso slightly to the left to bring your 
body over your left leg. As we do this, ld like you to inhibit. Just 
think of not shifting your weight, or not doing anything. Think of 
not reacting to what is happening. I’m going to do the movement 
for you. You don't have to help.’ I guide Betty's torso a few inches 
to the left. 

“That’s great, Betty. Now direct. Think spatially: up, wide, and 
forward.” 

I watch Betty closely in the mirror as I am speaking. At the same 
time, my hands feel subtle changes in her body. I feel that her torso 
is coordinating upward and her ribs are moving freely. Her torso is 
balancing on top of her leg, poised rather than collapsed downward 
into her hip. She is light and easy to move. Nothing is rigid or held. 
There is no feeling of resistance, anticipation, or reaction. She is 
calm, balanced, and coordinated. 

“Okay, Betty, that’s good. Continue directing. That’ it. You're bal- 
ancing on your left leg. This is what we want. This is what standing 
on a leg should be—light and effortless. Now think of directing for- 
ward and take a step.” As | add these instructions, I feel Betry’s hes- 
itation. Beneath my hands she suddenly feels hesitant like a child 
standing at the pool's edge wanting to dive in but suddenly afraid 
and drawing back. 

“I still don’t feel like I can stand on this leg,’ Betty says with a tone 
of worry. 

I shift her back to standing on both legs and take away my 
hands. Then | walk around to stand in front of her as I speak. 

“T understand that is how it feels, Betty. But remember, this is the 
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part of your brain that judges this new fecling by comparing it to 
what it has previously experienced. I’m helping you to stand in a 
new way, so you're experiencing a new feeling that your brain does- 
n't understand. Your brain has to make a guess about what this new 
feeling means. And it is guessing that you can’t stand, because it does- 
n’t associate this feeling with the act of standing. But this judgment 
isn't based on an objective truth. In fact, it’s incorrect. If you con- 
tinue to believe this, what will you do?” 

“TI go back to standing in my old way?” 

“You've got it. The more you focus on what you believe this feel- 
ing means, the more you'll revert to the old way of moving, I’m not 
saying that you should try to stop feeling. Your feelings aren't bad. 
It’s just that the judgments you form from them might not be cor- 
rect. You don’t want to block out your feelings or your judgments, 
but you do want to remember that they aren’t always right, Espe- 
cially when you're doing something new, your judgments about 
what your feelings mean are unreliable. And they aren't a very 
good way to help you learn a new way to coordinate your body as 
you stand and walk, Remind yourself not to put all your attention 
on what you're feeling. Put your attention on what you're 
thinking—that is, inhibiting and directing. Can you do that?” 

Betty responds with a nod. 

I walk behind her and place my hands on her ribs again. “Think 
up to your attic and think of not standing and not judging your feel- 
ings. Then renew your directions: up, wide, forward. That’s good, 
Betty, that’s it.” 

I shift Betty’s torso over her left leg.“Continue directing. These 
are spatial directions of where you're aiming toward: your head and 
torso are aiming upward, your shoulders are aiming wide, the leg 
you're standing on is lengthening, aiming toward the ground, and 
your right knee is aiming forward.” 

I pause as Betty stands on her left leg, directing. | observe in the 
murror that she is seeing in front of her rather than dropping her 
eyes. My hands feel her torso lengthening upward, her ribs moving; 
she is balancing again. Then, without any change in this easy bal- 
ance and upward poise, Betty’s right knee, hip, and ankle bend as she 
steps forward onto her right foot. 

This time she has performed the act of standing and taking a step 
entirely differently. There is no sideward lurch of her pelvis, no tilt 
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in the torso, and no downward compression on her hip or 
hiking up on her bending leg. She has continued seeing out 
in front of her, attentive to the world around her while 
inhibiting and directing (see Illustration 19-1). I see in the 
mirror that Betty’s face has spread into an expression of 
pleasure and wonder. 

“I didn’t do that,” Betty says. “You did that. You moved 
me and made that happen. I didn’t do that. I didn’t do it.” 
Words of protest and astonishment tumble out. 

“What makes you think I did it?” I ask. 

“I didn’t decide to move my leg. I didn’t do anything. It 
felt like nothing.” 

“I didn’t move you, Betty, I didn’t touch your leg.” 

Betty is silent as she looks down.Then she looks up and 
sees me in the mirror, smiling, watching her. We burst into 
laughter. 

“You didn’t move my leg?” she asks, still giggling. “How did 
that happen? I never move like that. It felt . . . like nothing!” 

Betty's is the laughter of surprise and delight. Mine is of 
satisfaction. Another student has opened a door and stepped 
into a new world of mind-body connection and self-mastery. 
Betty is learning, in a way that no amount of discussion could 
persuade her, the power of bodily sensation to create false 
assumptions, wrong beliefs,and maladaptive behavior. She has 
begun learning to replace the old system of judging-by- 
feeling with the simple clarity of inhibition and direction.The 
many disparate pieces of her self become integrated, con- 


nected. She stands and walks with balance, upward coordi- 


19-1. Betty standing on 
right leg and taking a 
step, while inhibiting and 
~ directing. Her torso is 
vertically aligned on top 
of her vertical right leg; 


IMAGINE THAT YOU are on a boat in the middle ofa lake ona dark her shoulders are wide 


nation, and grace. 


s “ ‘ siete ~ apart and level, her arms 
night trying to navigate, but it is too dark to see ahead of you. na fieekrs her facial 


“I don’t know where I am,” you think worriedly to yourself. expression shows 
attention, awareness, 


Then, in order to know where you are, you pick up a flashlight 
y FAM F 8 and spatial thinking. 


and shine it on yourself. 
Of course this sounds silly, but in a sense now you know where 
you are. The problem is, you do not know where you want to go. 
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Now imagine yourself pointing the flashlight ahead of you. You 
can see some rocks and buoys. Aiming the light, you steer the boat 
around the rocks and between the buoys, and slowly navigate your 
way across the lake. 

Shining the light on yourself is like trying to orient and coordi- 
nate yourself by using bodily sensation, focusing the light of atten- 
tion inward upon yourself, trying to locate and know the meaning 
of your feelings, acting in reaction to how you feel. Shining the light 
in front of you is like orienting and coordinating yourself by 
directing——knowing the space around you and determining where 
you want to go. Conscious directing enables you to balance and 
coordinate your movements, and the whole of yourself, in space. 
This is the vital power of your seventh sense. 
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The mark of a good action is that it 
appears inevitable in retrospect. 
—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON 


Gs HOW TO DIRECT 


A mind once stretched by a new idea 
never regains its original dimension, 
—OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES 


DIRECTING CREATES AN enhancement in our movement 
coordination beyond what is created by inhibiting alone. Direct- 
ing gives us coordination and balance without loss of mobility. 
It creates strength without strain, energy without tension, and 
expansion without loss of focus. As we direct, we are both the 
being that propels ourselves into action, and the being that is acted 
upon. It is as if we become the pitcher who skillfully aims the ball 
and the ball that is thrown. I am reminded of directing’s power 
when I watch a male dancer lifting a ballerina: She leaps into the 
air as his arms catch and lift her higher, carrying and directing 
her through space along the trajectory that her body has aimed. 
Through their pairing, she seems suspended in air for a brief 
moment of eternity. 
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In this series of experiments, you will begin practicing this skill 
by learning to think spatially, and then sustain this thinking as you 
turn your head. You will learn to think in a precise spatial 
direction—forward and up. You will practice thinking spatially as 
you think of specific parts of your body. Finally, you will put these 
skills together to think Alexander's directions: to let the neck be 
back, to let the head be forward and up, to let the torso lengthen 
up and widen, and to let the knees release forward. 


Think of a Cube 


1. Lie in semisupine with your eyes open. In your mind’s eye, imag- 
ine a piece of notebook paper. Then imagine this piece of paper 
expanding inte a third dimension—gaining depth to become a rec- 
tangular box. 

See the paper expand like a flat sponge absorbing water, 
so that you perceive a three-dimensional object instead of 
a flat one. 


2. Shift back and forth in your mind, from the rectangular box to the 
flat piece of paper, then back to the box, etc. 

Can you notice a subtle change in your mind as you do 
this? It is difficult co put into words, but there is something 
different in your mind as you conceive of the flat piece of 
paper or the three-dimensional box. This is a fairly easy way 
to experience what I call spatial thinking. It is the capacity 
of your mind to conceive of three dimensions. 


Up-Down, Wide, Forward-Back 


1. Lie in semisupine. Summon in your mind an awareness of the spa- 
tial direction that is “up” toward the top of your head. 

Be sure not to lift your eyes, tense your face or neck mus- 
cles, pull your head back, or generate other muscular ten- 
sion. Ask yourself only to think in the direction that is up, 
toward your head.This is not a physical effort. Let the word 
“up” summon its meaning in your mind, This direction is 
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not a specific place that you arrive at. It is a direction you 
think toward with a sense of ongoing motion like a river 
flowing without end. 


Ask yourself to think in an “up” direction and tet the thought of this 
direction continue beyond the top of your head. You can have a 
sense of “up” that continues through and beyond your physical 
self. Have a sense of “up” that extends two feet above your head, 
ten feet, a mile, a hundred miles. Whatever you choose. 

This is an imaginative act—a thought of upward direc- 
tion. Once the word triggers a sense of upward expansion 
in yourself, you do not have to keep saying it. Simply be 
aware that you are allowing this spatial direction to become 
enlivened within you. If you notice that you lose your 
thought of the up direction, just repeat the word again. 


Think in the direction that is the meaning of the word “down.” 

Since you are lying in semisupine, down is toward your 
pelvis not the floor. Do not drop your eyes. Summon an 
awareness of the space this is toward your pelvis and, in 
senuisupine, toward your feet. As you practice thinking this 
direction, and each of the other spatial directions to follow, 
continue to keep in mind the general instructions in steps 
one and two above. 


Shift back and forth: think up, then think down, then think up. Give 
each directional thought sufficient time to become clear in your 
awareness, and then change. 

What do you notice? Is it easier to think up or down? 
How do you feel throughout the whole of yourself as you 
think up, and then as you think down? Do they produce dif- 
ferent effects in you? 


Summon in your mind an awareness of the spatial direction that is 
“wide.” This is like expanding out your ears—te the right and to the 
left simultaneously. 

Once you have a sense of the wide direction, allow this 
thought of sideward expansion to extend out beyond your 
physical self. Also, remember to keep seeing out in front of 
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you. Be sure that you are thinking wide in both directions— 
to the right and left equally—and that you are not focus- 
ing downward into your body to find a feeling of wide. 


Summon in your mind an awareness of the spatial direction that is 
“forward.” This is a sense of expansion toward the frant of your 
face, toward the ceiling as you are lying down. 

As you think forward you may become aware ofa change 
in how your eyes focus. You may also become more aware 
of the space between objects. 


. Summon in your mind an awareness of the spatial direction that is 


“pack.” This is the direction behind you, toward the floor. 

Do not drop your eyes as you think back. Allow your 
imagination to conceive of the direction toward the space 
that is behind you. 


. Shift back and forth: think forward, then think back, then think for- 


ward again. Give each directional thought some time and then 
change direction. 

What do you notice? Which direction is easier for you 
to chink? Do these directions affect you differently? Allow 
each spatial thought to spread throughout the whole of you. 


Putting Directions Together 


1. Think in the directions up and down simultaneously. 
2. Think in the directions wide to the right and left simultaneously. 
3. Think in the directions forward and back simultaneously. 


4. inthis step you will put these three dimensions together. Think in the 


directions up-down, then sustain this spatial thought in your mind as 
you add the thought wide, and then sustain these directions—up- 
down and wide—as you add the thought forward-back. 

By combining these directions, you are conceiving of 
space in three dimensions simultaneously. You are no longer 
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visualizing in your mind a piece of paper expanding into a 
box. You are Just thinking of space im all directions. 

Putting these directions together is like juggling. You 
begin with one ball—the thought of up-down. You keep 
that ball going while you add a second—wide. Then 
you keep both up-down and wide without losing them as 
you add forward-back. You will probably drop one or two 
balls before you master juggling all three. If you lose a direc- 
tion start from the beginning again, reestablishing them in 
their sequence. Each time you lose a spatial direction, you are 
presented an opportunity. Not only are you learning to think 
spatially, you are learning to recognize when you stop 
thinking spatially and to practice renewing this thinking. 

Note: Throughout the remainder of these self-experiments, for 
brevity I will shorten the phrase “up-down, wide, and forward- 
back” to simply “up, wide, and forward.” 


Think in the direction that is the opposite of up-down, This is the 
direction that is foward your center, coming together from above and 
below. Then sustain this thought as you think narrow. This is the 
direction that is toward your midline, coming together from both 
sides of you. Sustain these as you think in the direction that is 
inward, coming together from forward and back toward your middle. 

You are now thinking the opposite way from what you 
were thinking in step four. What do you notice? What has 
happened to your vision and your awareness of the room 
around you? What has happened to your breathing? How 
do you feel? What do you notice about your state of mind? 

Note; Throughout the remainder of these self-experiments, for 
brevity I will shorten these instructions to refer to this simply as 
“down, narrow, and back.” 


Practice contrasting these thoughts: think in the directions up, 
wide, and forward for several minutes. Then think, down, narrow, 
and back for several minutes. Then change again. 

How do these experiences compare? Does your breath- 
ing change? Is your mood affected? By shifting back and 
forth, most people experience a powerful sense of the dif- 
ference. Thinking up, wide, and forward produces a sense of 
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expansion, openness, and release. Thinking down, narrow, 
and back produces heaviness, tension, and even depression. 


w 


Think up, wide, and forward. 

As you think, up, wide, and forward, summon the meaning 
of these words in yourself, and then let the words fall away 
as you sustain your awareness of three-dimensional space— 
all together and all at once—without any words at all. 

Although you are summoning an awareness of the 
meaning of these words in your mind, also allow your 
thoughts of these spatial directions to affect you physically. Let 
them become embodied within you. They are not just 
mental abstractions; the words remind you to let yourself } 
expand, three-dimensionally, throughout the whole of 
yourself, 


Turning Your Head 


1. Liein semisupine as you think of quieting your voices. Rise up to your 
attic. Think, up, wide, and forward. Sustain your three-dimensional 
awareness as you turn your head slowly to the right. If you lose any 
of the directions, stop moving. Think, up, wide, and forward and 
begin again. When your head has turned as far as it can easily go 
ido not force this movement or rush], repeat this as you change 
direction, turning to the teft. 

In this experiment you are sustaining your directional 
thinking as you do a simple movement. It is also a test of the 
clarity of your directing. It és important to understand that 
thinking three-dimenstonally is in reference to—and moves with— 
your head, not your body or the space around you, This means that 
as you turn your head to the right, your thought of “wide” 
is of a direction out both your ears—wide is not aligned 
with the position of your shoulders, And the forward-back 
thought is a direction of expansion in front of your face and 
out the back of your head—they are not aligned with the 
position of your torso. 

Pay close attention to the moment that you change 
direction as you are turning your head. What happens to 
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your spatial thinking? Do you think in the direction of the 
movement (right or left), rather than sustaining the direc- 
tions? (As an alternative, remember to use the phrase, “up- 
down, wide, and forward-back.”) 


2. Expand on this experiment by practicing your spatial thinking in dif- 
ferent activities: Sit in a chair, seeing out in front of you as you quiet 
your voices and rise up to your attic. Then think, up, wide and for- 
ward. Sustain this for several minutes and then continue as you 
stand up. Try thinking spatially as you walk, as you drive the car, as 
you read, or as you work at your computer. Have fun experimenting. 


Forward and Up 


1. Lie in semisupine. Quiet your voices. Rise up to your attic. Think 
in the direction forward and up. This direction is toward your hair- 
line on your forehead. It is a diagonal, which is a combination of 
two Spatial directions: up and forward. tf you find it difficult to 
think in this direction, first think up, and then aim your up slightly 
forward, 

The forward and up direction that you want is a shallow 
diagonal, just slightly forward from the up direction that is 
toward the top of your head. 

Pay attention to the area of contact of your head on the 
books as you lie in semisupine. If the contact shifts lower, 
instead of thinking the direction, you are trying to do the 
direction in your muscles by tucking your chin back and 
tilting your head forward. If the contact shifts higher, you 
are trying to do the direction by pulling your head back. 


mo 


Experiment by changing the angle of forward and up. First try 
thinking more forward. Then think more upward. 

Do you notice any changes in yourself as you change the 
angle of your forward and up? 


3. Sit ina chair. Think, forward and up. Experiment with the angle of 
this direction. The importance of this direction should become 
clearer when you are upright. 


ne eo 
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4. While sitting, put your directing skills together: Think, up, wide, and 
forward. Establish your sense of three-dimensional space within 
you and around you. Let this affect the whole of yourself. Then 
continue thinking spatiatly as you alm yaur thought in the direction, 
forward and up. 


> DISCUSSION 

Thus far you have been practicing what I call the first two ele- 
ments of the skill that Alexander teachers term directing. The first ele- 
ment, thinking up, wide, and forward is activating your mind’ capacity 
to conceive of three-dimensional space. The second, fonvard and up, is acti- 
vating your mind’s capacity to conceive of a specific direction within space. 
Many people experience a wide array of benefits simply from 
thinking up, wide, and forward. Adding the direction forward and 
up further enhances your psychophysical coordination. 


Thinking Names of Body Parts 


1. Liein semisupine, Quiet your voices and rise up to your attic. Think 
up, wide, and forward and then add the thought, forward and up. As 
you sustain your spatial thinking and this direction, say the names 
of different body parts to yourself: Neck. Knee. Stomach, Lower 
back. Pause after each one to notice how you respond. 

Does your attention shift down to the body part as you 
name it? Do you lose your spatial thinking or your direc- 
tion forward and up as your mind tries to zero in on the 
body part you have just named? These words are stimuli that 
distract you from your directional thinking. They cause 
you to shift your attention down to your body and to feel- 
ing your body, rather than thinking of space. 


> DISCUSSION 

If you have already had Alexander lessons, you have probably 
noticed that what you have been practicing thus far is different from 
“saying the directions” as this is usually taught. My expertence has 
convinced me that students learn to direct more quickly and effec- 
tively when they begin by practicing these three skills: spatial think- 
ing; thinking in a specific spatial direction, particularly “forward and 
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up”; and sustaining these as they practice thinking the names of parts 
of the body to learn not to focus on feeling as they direct. 

There is another difference in my approach. Some teachers 
instruct their students to begin directing with the phrase “let the 
neck be free.” T do not include this as a part of the directing instruc- 
tions because it is not a spatial direction. It is a remmmder to inhibit 
before you direct. In this respect it is important, since it is always a 
good idea to remind yourself to inhibit before you direct, and 
especially to inhibit tension in the neck. (I prefer using the phrase 
“I am not tensing my neck,” which is a clearer inhibitory com- 
mand.) In either case, beginning by thinking of not tensing in the 
neck is always a good idea so that the head is allowed to be mobile 
on top of the spine, and the neck is in a better alignment with the 
entire spine, as we discussed in chapter 18. Also, if you do not inhibit 
before you start to direct, it is easy to forget that the directions are not 
instructions for fixing something that is wrong in your body by tensing your 
muscles, but for thinking of space. 

Now that you have practiced the three skills of thinking spatially, 
you are ready to learn to direct using Alexander’s instructions and 
to discover how this adds another essential element to your skill. 


Alexander's Directions 


1. Lie in semisupine. Quiet your voices and rise up to your attic, Think 
to yourself, / want to nat tighten my neck. 


2. Think, up, wide, and forward. 


3. Think, / want to let my head be forward and up. 

As you say these words, summon the meaning of the 
word “head” in your mind, but do not try to do anything to your 
head with your muscles, Next summon in your mind the 
thought of the direction “forward and up,” but do not try to 
do anything to make your head move in this direction. Repeat this 
phrase, combining these two thoughts simultaneously in 
your mind: the meaning of the word head, and the direc- 
tion forward and up. Repeat this a number of times: I want 
to let my head be forward and up. 
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4. Think, i want to let my back lengthen up and widen. 

Conceive of the meaning of the word “back” without 
overfocusing on your back and trying to feel it or doing 
something with your muscles. Think the directions “up” 
{toward your head) and “wide” (expanding out your ears, 
right and left). Repeat this phrase a number of times: I want 
to let my back lengthen up and widen. 


5. Think, / want to let my knees release forward. 

This instruction can be difficult to understand. It does 
not mean to bend your knees. If you are standing, your 
knees should be straight (but not locked). This is an instruc- 
tion for the whole of your legs. It means that the muscles 
of your thighs and lower legs should lengthen, so that the 
joints of your legs are available to bend when you move. 
Practice this phrase a number of times: } want to let my knees 
release forward, 


6. Combine these phrases in sequence—/ want te nat tighten my neck; 
i want to let my head be forward and up; f want fo tet my back lengthen 
up and widen; ! want to let my knees release forward. 

Repeat this to yourself for about ten minutes until you 
can think these phrases in their sequence with ease. 
Remember to think of the meaning of the noun in each 
phrase, and then to think in the spatial direction toward 
which part of your body is being aimed: head, forward and 
up; back, lengthening up and widening; and knees, forward. 

As each spatial direction in the series is established, you 
do not have to continue saying the words. The words are 
not the actual directional thought; they are the cue. They 
remind you to turn on a conscious directional awareness 
in your mind. 

You want to sustain this awareness of each specific spa- 
tial direction in your mind as you add each succeeding 
direction. In time, thinking these phrases becomes like 
turning a key in the car’s ignition. It initiates a type of think- 
ing that triggers expansion—the expansion of your whole 
body, all its moveable parts in opposition, lengthening up, 
out, and away from each other. 
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7. Additional Directions: Sometimes Alexander used specific direc- 
tions for the arms and hands: “to lengthen away from the shoulders 
and wrists toward the elbows,” and “to lengthen the fingers away 
from the hands.” Today many teachers have also expanded on 
these to Include a direction for the feet, especially “to let the heels 
release down toward the ground.” 


» DISCUSSION 

Keep in mind that Alexander's directions are not instructions for 
moving parts of your body correctly. They are not like the specific 
instructions that a coach or music teacher might give you to put 
your hands, arms, or legs in a certain position, or to move in a spe- 
cific way, Thinking the directions is a cognitive skill that enlivens 
your mind’s power to think three-dimensionally, and to think i in spe- 
cific spatial directions. 

As you practice directing, it may be helpful to refer to Ilustra- 
tion 3-3. This shows the relative positions of the centers of gravity 
of your head, torso, and legs. We might say that Alexander’ direc- 
tions help you to think of each of these centers of weight moving 
away from each other in space to help you maintain the subtle and 
delicate counterbalance of all the parts of yourself. This counter- 
balance is the essential element of your bipedal design. If all your 
centers of weight are allowed to move away from one another, all 
your muscles lengthen slightly, which increases their tonus and 
strength. As a result, your muscles support you upright with length, 
expansion, and a nunimum of effort rather than with tightening, 
shortening, and compression. 

As you practice thinking the directions, you might experience a 
different sense of yourself, Students have varied reactions to direct- 
ing. They sometimes describe themselves as feeling less attached to 
their body. Or they describe themselves as having a sense that they 
are not paying enough attention to specific parts of themselves, or 
that they are not trying hard enough to make their body move in 
the right way. Sometimes students describe themselves as not feel- 
ing as much. If you experience any of these, do not worry. These are 
all signs of increasing skill. 


~~ SELF-EXPERIMENTS EANDF ELIA 


www. v.engbookpdf. com 


Q MOVING WITH INHIBITION AND DIRECTION 


Learning is the evolution of the mind. 
—ALISON CROCKER 


Now that you have learned to inhibit and direct, you are ready to 
put these skills to greater use. In this section you will return to bend- 
ing a leg as you inhibit, this ime by adding directing. In the process 
you will learn more about your psychophysical habits and beliefs, 
You will also practice using your new skills while doing simple 
movements, as you are upright. Remember to be patient, to allow 
yourself lots of time, and to enjoy the process of self-discovery. 


Bending Your Leg 


1. Lie in semisupine with one leg straight and the other leg bent. 
Begin by quieting your voices and shifting your attention upward as 
yau think, f am not moving my teg, for several minutes. 


2. Add to this your spatial thinking up, wide, and forward as you con- 
tinue to remind yourself that you are not moving your teg. 
Continue seeing out in front of yourself as you repeat 
these words and summon their meaning within you. Estab- 
lish in your mind a sense of three~dimensional space. 


3. Continue to inhibit and direct thinking, Iam not moving my leg, and 
thinking, up, wide, and forward. Then add the specific direction, 
forward and up. Sustain this as you wait and allow your heiper to 
bend your leg, 

Once you begin to move your leg, notice if you stop 
directing and shift back to feeling. 

Do not be disappointed if you are unable to direct 
while moving. It is common to regress when you increase 
the difficulty of the task. In time you will be able to sus- 
tain your directional thinking while your helper moves 
you. When this happens, you will notice that the leg moves 
with even less effort than before. You will also have more 
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awareness of the whole of yourself and the space around 
you as you move. 


4. Use Alexander's directions: Think, / am not moving my leg, then 
think, My neck is not tightening as I tet my head retease forward and 
up. My back is lengthening up and widening, and my knees are releas- 
ing forward, Wait and allow your helper to move your leg as you sus- 
tain your inhibiting and directing. 

Remember to think the meaning of the nouns—the 
names of your body parts (head, back, legs)—without try- 
ing to feel them or fix them. Think in spatial directions as 
you say these words to yourself. What do you discover? 


Moving Forward and Back 


1. Sit on the front of a chair that has a firm, level seat. Place your feet 
flat on the floor so that your heels are resting on the ground. Rest 
your hands on your thighs. As you are sitting but not moving, quiet 
your voices. Rise up to your attic. Think, / am not sitting, and allow 
your wards, especially the word “not” to have meaning in your 
mind. Then direct: / want to let my head release forward and up, my 
back to lengthen up and widen, my knees to release forward. 

Take time to think these instructions in their sequence, 
over and over, Do not worry if you are doing it right, or 
whether it is working. Do not be drawn downward to 
overfocus on feelings in your body. Simply sit as you 
inhibit—thinking of not sitting, and direct. 


Next, you will experiment with a small movement as you 
continue inhibiting and directing. You will move your 
torso forward a few inches by bending forward from your 
hip joints. (You want your whole back to remain length- 
ening as you move rather than bending at your waist or 
curving forward in your chest.) Then you will swing back 
on your hip joints to return to the sitting position, again 
without bending in the waist or upper back. Try this small 
pivoting motion a few times to get a sense of it before you 
begin. 
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2. Rise up to your attic and think, /am not sitting. Continue this for sev- 
eral minutes. Then think, /am not moving. Then think spatially: up, 
wide, and forward, and add, forward and up. Once you have a sense 
of three-dimensional expansian in your mind, and of the specific 
direction forward and up, think of what you intend to do (lean for- 
ward} but do not decide to do it. Clarify in your mind your intention 
to move without deciding to move, which as you have learned wilt 
trigger your habitual muscle reaction. Inhibit and direct as you 
wait to let your helper do the movement, 


3. After you have pivoted forward a few inches, stop moving and 
remain where you are. Renew your inhibiting and directing, and 
then move a few more inches forward. Then stop, inhibit and direct, 
and move forward again, and then stop again. 

Do you notice that when your torso is forward—away 
from vertical up—it is harder to sustain your inhibiting and 
directing? As we discussed in chapter 18, most of us have 
become habituated to the vertical. Once we leave this 
habitual orientation (the feeling of being upright and per- 
pendicular to the ground) our brain becomes flooded with 
unfanuliar sensory inputs. When this happens, it becomes 
more difftcult to direct. Do not be discouraged. Just stop 
wherever you are and take time to renew your thinking. 


4, Repeat steps two and three as you move your torso back in space 
to return to the upright sitting position. Be sure to take time to stop 
and renew your inhibiting and directing whenever necessary, and 
then continue. 

As you practice, notice if your thinking tends to shift 
down or backward, or if your attention focuses itself on a 
part of your body, or if your mind wanders. When you 
notice something of this sort, stop what you are doing, 
return to your attic, inhibit, think the directions, and start 
again. As you succeed in sustaining your inhibiting and 
directing as you move, notice if your pattern of coordina- 
tion changes also. 


5. Now you will move in a slightly more challenging way. Begin sitting. 
Inhibit: think of not sitting, and not moving. Direct. Then move your 
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torso backward in space so that you are leaning slightly back from 
the vertical. Then stop and renew your inhibiting and directing, and 
then move a little farther back, and so on. Then return your body 
to the vertical sitting position in the same way. 

As you try this, give particular attention to your forward 
direction. The thought of forward often disappears as we 
move back in space. In the blink of an eye, your mind will 
shift its attention to the feeling of moving back. When this 
happens, stop moving, inhibit, direct, and then move again. 
In this experiment you are learning to sustain your direct- 
ing, regardless of where you are moving your torso in space. 

Try the same movements as you think Alexander’s 
directions; 


$. Begin by thinking, / am not going ta mave. Then think, ¢ want to tet 
my head release forward and up, to let my back lengthen up and 
widen, to let my knees release forward. Repeat this phrase over to 
yourself for several minutes. Think the first direction, then the 
next and the next, one after the other and all together as you start 
to move, piveting your torso forward and backward in the chair. 
Remember not to focus on the sensations of your body 
as you move. You are not trying to feel what is happening, 
or judging this feeling, or deciding how to do the move- 
ment correctly. You do not want to use your mind to focus 
on feeling where you are moving in space. You are direct- 
ing to coordinate your body headward and to orient your- 
self relative to the ground. Use your mind to direct—aiming 
and coordinating yourself in space as a three-dimensional 
being in motion. 


> DISCUSSION 

You may notice subtle changes in the clarity and accuracy of your 
directing. Sometimes it will seem easy, at other times more difficult. 
By practicing, you will get better, but this does not mean that your 
progress will proceed in a straight line, or that your thinking will 
become perfect and you will not have to bother with it anymore. 
Subtle variations in your state of being from day to day and even 
moment to moment will affect your skill at each moment. 

Remember to keep your eyes open and seeing out in front of you 
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as you move. Do not let your eyes drop down and focus inward. This 
usually means your directing is not all it might be. 

As you practice, you will become more skilled at noticing in your 
peripheral awareness the subtle sensory clues that indicate you are 
coordinating yourself more efficiently. You can note this with inter- 
est, but remember that your chief goal is to sustain your inhibiting 
and directing, not to focus on the sensations of the movement—bad 
or good. It is the quality of your thought that you want to perceive 
with accuracy, not the correctness or rightness of the movement of 
your body. 


Standing and Sitting 


1. Begin from a sitting position. Take time to inhibit, thinking, fam not 
sitting, and then think, /am not standing up. Continue to inhibit as 
you direct your head to release forward and up, your back to | 
tengthen up and widen, and your knees to release forward. Sustain | 
this thinking for a period of time. Continue inhibiting and directing 
and wait for your helper to stand you. (Alternatively, you can use | 
just the directions up, wide, and forward, and forward and up.) 

If you notice your mind shift to thinking about how you 
will stand, or when you will stand, or how it feels to begin 
to stand, you know that you have stopped inhibiting. 


m 


Once you are standing, repeat the same process. Think, / am not 
standing, and then, / am not sitting down. Clarify your intention to sit 
without deciding to sit. Think your directions, Wait for your helper 
to begin the movement rather than deciding to sit. 

What do you discover? 
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Touching the Heart 


The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. 
It is the source of all true art and science. 
—ALBERT EINSTEIN 


| 
: 
} 
| 
i 
Topay I AM seeing Sam, a student who has been taking les- | 
sons with me for several years. Sam is in his sixties, tall, with large | 
hands and feet, a tumbled mess of white hair, and warm, round 
eyes. He is bright, personable, and a bit shy. He loves the lessons, | 
asks thoughtful questions, reports on his insights, and enjoys the | 
process of change. Summer vacation and a business trip have | 
meant a four-month hiatus in his lessons. I am looking forward | 
to seeing him and hearing his news. 
When Sam walks in my door I am taken aback. His smile is | 
genuine but muted. His eyes do not engage with mine; his voice 
is muffled, He walks slowly and seems more bent over than usual. | 
Sam knows how co inhibit and direct, but today I wonder if he i 
has forgotten all he has learned. I find myself feeling concerned 
and probe gently to discern any problems, but he does not men- i 
tion anything. It is possible I am misreading the cues, I tell myself. | 
Since Sam looks tired, I suggest that he lie on the table. I begin | 
by lifting and turning his head, feeling his neck’ mobility. As Ido į 
| 
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this, | remind him to think of rising up to his attic to quiet his inner 
chatter, then to think of not tensing his neck. Next I place my hands 
on his shoulders. They feel tense and stiff: Usually the combination of 
Sam's inhibition and my hands-on contact produces a softening release 
in his muscles, Today, nothing changes. I take my hands off his shoul- 
ders and continue working, gently supporting each arm in its turn, 
reminding him to think of not tightening, then to think of directing 
his head forward and up, his torso to lengthen up and widen, his knees 
to free forward. I move on to his legs, supporting each leg as I ask him 
to think of not moving and to allow me to move his leg for him. 

I observe Sam closely as I give him verbal instructions, and use 
my hands to feel what he is doing within himself. My hands scan 
for information that cannot be seen, They suggest that muscular 
release is possible, that joints can bend feely. Ac the same time, they 
feel the answering response from the student. Often I think of my 
hands like the metal detectors people use at the beach, sweeping over 
the sand, beeping their signal of hidden treasure. 

Noticing that Sam's ribcage is barely moving, which means he is 
not breathing well, I place a hand lightly on his sternum (the long 
flat bone at the front of the chest). Then I ask him to think of not 
holding his ribs. A moment later, I feel a sudden, powerful pressure 
against my chest, as if a fifty-pound weight is pressing on my ster- 
num. It is not a subtle sensation, and I have never experienced any- 
thing like it before, Trying not to show my distress, I remove my 
hand and stand beside the table, taking time to collect myself. 

What does this mean? 

After a moment the sensation passes and I feel better. Not want- 
ing to interrupt the lesson, I decide to carry on. A few minutes later, 
since I am feeling fine again, I notice that Sam is still not breathing 
well. I place my hand on his sternum again. The same powerful feel- 
ing of compression arises in my chest. 

What is wrong? Am I having a heart attack? 

I remove my hand again. Soon I am feeling better. Then it crosses 
my mind that what I am feeling might have something to do with 
Sam rather than me, Deciding to experiment, I put my hand on his 
chest a third time. Again I experience the same heavy, pressing sen- 
sation. I look at Sam. He does not seem to notice me, or to be won- 
dering what l ain doing. He looks subdued, inwardly focused. I take 
my hand off and the sensation evaporates. 
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I am more than a little perplexed by these events, but we both 
seem to be functioning well enough so I decide to continue the les- 
son. I help Sam off the cable and we work standing and sitting in the 
chair, and then walking. The lesson over, Sam departs with a mea- 
ger smile. He does not appear to have changed at all, and I find 
myself worrying if there is something seriously wrong with him. 

A few days later Sam’s wife, Joanne, calls me, She is also a student, 
and we have a comfortable, trusting relationship. She says she has called 
to tell me that Sam has been suffering from a severe depression, which 
began a few months before. She adds that he will not be coming for 
lessons for a while, as he is seeing a doctor and having tests to deter- 
mine its cause. She promises to call when they know more. 

I thank her for calling, express my concern, and say good-bye. I 
choose not to tell her about my experience during Sam’s lesson, but 
as I think back, the mystery clears. My hunch was correct. The pres- 
sure I felt as I placed my hand on Sam's chest was not my own. 
Somehow I was feeling, I guess you could say, the weight of his 
depression. But how I was able to feel this in myself] cannot begin 
to rationally explain. 


WHAT IS IT ABOUT TOUCH? l z 


Years ago in high school I peered through a microscope in biology 
class and watched, transfixed, as a single-celled paramecium pro- 
pelled itself with its cilia foot across my slide. Then the creature 
bumped into another of its kind, paused, flicked its tail, and moved 
away. Paramecia bumping into each other cannot be said to recog- 
nize one another or to feel the experience, but this simple contact 
marks a beginning: Where else to launch our evolution as sensate 
beings than with the capacity to register our body’s property line? 
Touch is our first and perhaps most essential sense. It is through the 
sensory system of touch that we learn about and experience the 
world outside ourselves. 

Yet this simple account has some flaws. When we touch some- 
thing, we are not exactly learning about external objects. Usually 
we say that when we hold a rock, for example, we learn that rocks 
are cold, rough, and hard. To be more precise, we should say that 
holding a rock allows us to experience the sensations of coldness, 
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roughness, and hardness within ourselves. In other words, we can only 
perceive the rock as having the qualities that the sensory receptors 
in our fingers are capable of discerning. 

In addition, many of the sensations we experience from our skin 
are triggered without touching anything at all. (If you have had a 
case of poison ivy, you know that a maddening itch can arise from 
your skin without any contact.) 

Wouldn't it be more logical then to rename our sense of touch 
our sense of skin? 

Or perhaps it would be more consistent to include the sense of 
touch within our sixth sense, the sense of bodily sensation, since 
touching causes us to feel and know something within ourselves. 
Or these two sensory systems could be combined and given an 
entirely new classification. What if we were to nanie all the sensory 
experiences of the body our sense of feeling? 

Whatever we name this sensory system and however we cate- 
gorize it, let us begin our discussion of touch with the matertal side 
of the story. 

Traversing many evolutionary miles—from the single-celled 
organism’s cell wall to the complex sensory capacities of the homan 
hand—the skin covering our body is our largest, heaviest organ. This 
outermost layer of ourselves contains a huge number and variety of 
specialized sensory receptors and nerve endings. There are specific 
types of sensory receptors that are sensitive to hot, cold, pressure, the 
absence of pressure, pain, and much more. When these receptors are 
stimulated, singly or in combination, they yield an astonishing com- 
plexity of feelings: soft, hard, slippery, wet, cold, hot, smooth, bumpy, 
fuzzy, pressure, slight pain, medium pain, stabbing pain, dull pain, tick- 
ling, sexual arousal, buzzing, itching, numbness, etc. 

According to scientists at M.I.T. delving into the mechanisms of 
touch, the skin on our fingertips is especially sensitive.’ Each fin- 
gertip contains at least two thousand specialized sensory receptors 
enabling us to feel a dot just three microns high. (A human hair’s 
diameter is 50 to 100 microns.) If we feel a texture rather than a dot, 
we can detect roughness just 75 nanometers high—about one one- 
hundredth of a micron. 

But touch is not simply the province of our fingertips and hands; 
it abides in the entire wraparound envelope that is our skin, our 
outer frontier. Once the skin’s myriad sensory receptors are stimu- 
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lated, wherever they are located, they send their electrical signals 
onward via sensory nerves. Touch leads us, as do all our senses, to 
the brain, where we arrive at the perceptual realm. The impulses 
from our skin are summed up and the raw grit of data transformed. 
It is the mind that conjures its sensory picture. First, it locates the 
origin of the message. (Ls that sensation in my left hand?) It decides 
what the message means. (Ls that pain?) Then it makes a judgment. 
(Not good.) Finally it selects a course of action, (if wili feel better if I 
rub it.) Much of this incoming data does not reach our conscious 
awareness, The brain selects which stimuli will arrive on the desk- 
top of our awareness for further consideration, and which will not. 

These touch images are a terrifically complex creation, which are 
in turn shaped by the self that our lifetime of touching has helped 
to create. Memories, beliefs, learning, emotions, even our level of 
alertness at a given moment affect our tactile perceptions. It is 
harder to relax in the dentists chair when you know that you 
might feel pain, and your anxiety makes your perception of the pain 
increase. You are not quite as ticklish when you are almost asleep and 
deeply relaxed. If you are sitting at your desk, absorbed in paying the 
bills as someone walks quictly into the room and touches you gen- 
tly on the shoulder, you may jump an inch off the chair in sudden 
{and unnecessary) alarm. 

Touch, like all our senses, brings us a way of knowing, With or 
without our conscious awareness, it generates meaning. When we 
touch, we are altered. The meaning that we give to the object that 
we touch also affects the way that we touch, and our perception of 
how this feels. Consider the difference in how you feel as you hold 
a plastic plate as compared with how you feel as you hold a valu- 
able plate made of fine bone china. Your belief about the relative 
value and fragility of these objects gives your experience a distinctly 
different character.* 

When we speak of touch, we often fail to distinguish between 
touching an inanimate object and touching an animate one, especially 
touching our own kind. Do you feel the same when you hold a fake 
rose as opposed to a real one? Does the soft, fuzzy, stuffed dog feel the 
same as the genuine thing? When we touch another living being, there 
is shared experience. Our touch conveys something to the other at 
the same moment that it brings something to us. Touch between crea- 
tures is more than mere contact. It is a forerunner to language, an act 
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of communication between sentient beings. The messages that are 
conveyed can be vital, and touch becomes far more than the exchange 
of stimuli. The experience of touch and the act of touching are 
essential to who we are, how we behave, and even to our existence. 

Consider a few examples of communication through touch in the 
animal kingdom: ants crossing the kitchen floor en route to the 
honey jar, stopping to greet their oncoming brethren with a touch 
of antennae; puppies playing, tumbling head over feet and all over 
each other; chimps sitting for hours, languorously grooming one 
another; bees dancing in the hive, bumping and tapping, bodies and 
wings touching in meaningful discussion—the petunias are that way! 

As for yourself, have you ever been touched by a bored lover? Does 
it feel the same as when you are touched by someone who deeply 
feels their love for you, someone who in the moment of touching is 
engaged in the expression of this love? To the objective eye, the 
touch may appear the same. It may bear the same pressure. It may be 
placed identically on the body and inove in the same direction. But 
the meaning expressed and experienced by you is different. There is 
something more that is conveyed beyond contact and pressure. 

Studies conducted in the 1960s showed that young monkeys 
raised without any touch were significantly impaired psychologi- 
cally, as compared with their normally raised peers. Monkeys that 
were raised alone but had a surrogate mother made of wire and terry 
cloth to touch and hold were more normal. 

The mothers of many species lick their young after birth, cover- 
ing their entire bodies. This is more than cleansing behavior. The sen- 
sory stimulation the newborn receives through its skin is essential for 
normal brain development. Premature human babies gain more 
weight, and have better survival rates, when they are held by care- 
givers and massaged than when they are relegated to the seemingly 
optimal conditions of the incubator. Skin-to-skin contact diminishes 
our stress hormone levels and heightens our immune response. 
Receiving a foot rub when you are tense and anxious provides more 
than pleasant sensation. Within minutes you feel calmer; the clouds 
hovering over your brain have dissipated. Sensory stimulation to your 
foot alters your mind’s biochemistry, transforming your mood. Sci- 
entists have confirmed what we all know in our hearts: lonely peo- 
ple, and especially the elderly, are happier and live longer when they 
have an animal to hold. Touch between living beings is a language 
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that conveys something beyond stimulation and sensation; it gives us 
something we need, physiologically, body and soul. 

I remember holding my six-month-old son in my arms and 
feeling his small hands touching my face. His touch had a remark- 
able quality. His palms were spread wide and his fingers extended. 
Ten fingers and two palms made definite contact on my cheeks, yet 
they felt like billowing clouds. It seemed there were no hard bones 
or hardening muscles within them. He was not using his hands to 
manipulate or hold me, but to feel and know me. His hands behaved 
like the exploratory wanderings of an animal examining its world, 
not the grasping instruments of the human adult. It was a vivid 
moment of shared expression. 

Could we venture to say that without touch not only could we 
not express love, we could not learn to know its meaning? The neu- 
rons of the hand and the skin are connected to the brain and vice 
versa. Through touch we speak our minds and hearts to the perime- 
ter of ourselves and in contact pass this along, while simultaneously 
absorbing something from the one we are touching. How is it that 
this is conveyed and received? We have left behind the material level 
of sensory receptors and firing neurons. The expression of the self 
through touch is an ineffable mystery. 

It is perplexing that this capacity we all share is so widely ignored. 
We might expect that we would want to better understand it and 
make the fullest use of this capacity. The sad fact is there is little 
regard for touch in our culture. Touching is taboo. It is shunted away, 
relegated to the provinces of sexuality and maternity, and then dis- 
missed. It seems to be too discomfiting. 

Let me offer a few more examples. A friend tells me about a per- 
sonally painful experience. I reach out and put a hand on his shoul- 
der to offer a physical expression of concern and sympathy. Rather than 
receive my touch, he recoils with a jolt as ifhe had bumped into a hot 
stove. How does the touch of a friend’s hand become an alarming 
event? I have often thought that children from abusive homes who are 
violent and aggressive ought to receive daily foot rubs and massages. 
Since touch can alter the state of our brain, what better more direct 
route for easing the disturbance and static of a troubled mind? 

When I am teaching I frequently ask students to put a hand on 
me. If I have been talking about rib mobility, for example, I might 
ask a student to place ber hands on the sides of my rib cage to feel 
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how ribs move in respiration. As she does this, her fingers curl and 
grip, pressing uncomfortably hard. 

“No,” I instruct, ‘let go of your muscles. Place your fingers lightly. 
Tensing muscles doesn’t help you to feel. Just make contact. Allow 
your hands to open. You'll be able to feel more.” Even after this 
instruction, my student is usually unable to do as I suggest, The 
prospect of touching makes her anxious, or perhaps she believes that 
to touch means she must do something. As a result she tenses her mus- 
cles, and this contraction gives me the felt experience of her anxiety. 

Teachers in public schools are not permitted to touch students. I 
know an Alexander teacher who was offered a job at a performing 
arts high school, only to be told that the course had to be cancelled 
due to the hands-on aspect of the instruction, Our culture prizes the 
fruits of our other senses: the visual arts, music, fine cuisine. But the 
education and training of our sense of touch is not permitted. Touch 
isn't valued; tt is considered dangerous. The anthropologist John 
Napier, known for his study and analysis of the human hand, epit- 
omizes this tone of compartmentalization: “The movement of the 
thumb underlies all the skilled procedures of which the hand, is capa- 
ble:™ In short, the masterpiece of the human hand is viewed as the 
locus of our doing, achieving, conquering selves. The gentle act of 
giving, receiving, and educating through touch is barely known. 

What has become of the simple act of touching our own kind 
from childhood to adulthood? Why do we not value the young 
child’s extending, open, seeking-to-know hands? How is it that we 
come to view our hands only as tools? Our appreciation for touch 
lies Jost like a sunken ship on the seabed. 

A notable exception is the skilled Alexander teacher. A product 
myself of the cultural norm when I scheduled my first appointment 
for a lesson, ] had no idea what was in store for me. I still recall the 
extraordinary quality of my teacher’s touch, and the physical and 
mental changes her hands produced, She began the lesson by ask- 
ing me to lie on my back with my knees bent. A short while later 
she was standing beside me, gently lifting and supporting my arm. 
I became aware of my muscles lengthening. A moment later my 
muscles seemed to reach their limit for stretch. At what seemed to 
be the same moment, she stopped moving my arm and held ic. After 
another moment, the muscles of my arm and shoulder released 
again. She moved my arm a little more. This stopping and starting 
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process was repeated several times. A few minutes later I was cer- 
tain she had lengthened my arm by at least four inches. 

“How did she do that?” I wondered later as I described it to a 
friend. “She moved me in a way I’ve never experienced. My mus- 
cles released and my arm lengthened, but she didn’t DO anything. 
She didn’t pull or push on my muscles. She just held my arm and 
my muscles released. It seemed as ifher hands talked to my body and 
my body talked to her. How did she do that?” I repeated, mystifted. 

The feeling was marvelous, but it was the conversation that took 
place between my body and my teacher’s hands that really caught 
my attention. Her hands seemed to know what my body was doing 
better than I did. They spoke something to which my muscles 
responded, without my conscious mind knowing exactly what that 
was or deciding what should happen and then doing it. 

Later, as an Alexander teacher-in-training, I learned that this 
marvelous skill was the result of specialized and intensive study. The 
more ] experienced the nuances of this skill, the more astonished I 
became. Today, more than thirty years later, my understanding of the 
art and usc of the hands has not reached its limit. Like the professional 
musician, whose mastery of his instrument is never complete despite 
a lifetime of study, so it is for the Alexander teacher's skilled touch. 

The teacher's hands serve two functions simultaneously. First, they 
convey an experience to the student. This is not a matter of using 
the hands to massage muscles or manipulate the body. The student 
experiences a gentle contact that lightly supports, guides, energizes, 
expands, and informs how the student moves. Second, the teacher's 
hands feel what the student does to his body: how he moves and 
reacts, and how he responds to the teacher's instruction. This infor- 
mation can only be gained through touch. The teacher is able to feel 
what we would call the student’s psychophysical pattern of 
response—how the student uses himself in that moment, mind and 
body. This knowledge enables the teacher te adjust the hands-on 
guidance and verbal instruction appropriately to the individual. 

Sometimes a student asks me to explain what I am doing with 
my hands, Since words cannot capture it, I offer a brief demonstra- 
tion, The student may be lying in semisupine as I place my palms 
lightly on his leg. 

“Close your eyes,’ I instruct. “This is the first type of contact from 
my hands. Go ahead and let yourself focus on feeling my hands, 
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Now I am going to change something—not in my hands, specifi- 
cally, but in my thinking.” After a moment’s pause I ask,“ This is the 
second contact. Do you experience a difference?” 

“Yes, but it’s hard to describe. The first time your hands felt less 
alive. They felt warm and nice; the touch was okay; but nothing hap- 
pened in me. In fact I felt a bit more closed in, compressed.“ 

“And the second time?” 

“It was different. You didn’t do anything, but I felt freer. Your 
hands seemed more energized. They conveyed something to my 
muscles. I was breathing better and my muscles released.” 

“Good. We've demonstrated a fundamental principle of the 
Alexander Technique. What the teacher is doing, psychophysically, 
as she touches the student affects the hands-on contact. If 1 have my 
hands on you while J am tense and mentally distracted, my touch 
is not as clear or effective. If I am inhibiting and directing as I touch 
you, my hands will convey this. My own release and expansion 
encourages you to do the same. It doesn’t guarantee that this will 
happen. I can’t make you let go of your muscles if you don’t want 
to, but if you don't interfere, my hands communicate my state of 
being to you. They invite you to change. So I must practice what I 
preach. Im not standing here telling you what you should do and 
how you should do it. I am seeking to use myself well, and inviting 
you to do the same.” 
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The Teachers Hands 


A tight, tender, sensitive touch is worth a ton of brawn. 
—PETER THOMSON 


Toncnr T AM addressing a group of teachers who attend 
my monthly postgraduate seminar. Their questions range | 
from business details to anatomical fine points to pedagogy. 
They always present me with thoughtful questions, but some are | 
harder to answer than others. These are the questions that, I must | 
admit, I hope they do not ask. If pressed for a label I would call | 
them questions about “mysterious phenomena.” Tonight some- | 
one asks about the heart of the matter. 
“How do you know what you're feeling with your hands?” 
I catch my breath as my eyes drop to the floor. Uncertainty | 
envelops me. It is not that I do not want to address this topic. : 
Rather, I wonder if I can do it justice, Some experiences are so 
extraordinary that we long to share them with others, but talk- 
ing only seems to trivialize them. Translated into the light of lan- 
guage, their truth becomes distorted. I put my hands on students — 
every day, but can I explain how I know what this means? Do I ! 
risk creating more confusion by trying to explain what cannot 
be explained, or is some explanation—even an imperfect one— 
better than nothing? 
i 
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After a moment I make my decision. 

“All right, let’s tackle this tonight. Heres what I suggest. PH 
work on someone standing and sitting in the chair, and talk about 
what I am experiencing as I try to know what I’m fecling with my 
hands. Is that all right?” I see smiles and nodding heads. 

“Anne, would you like to come up here?” 

Anne smiles her assent and walks to the chair in the center of the 
room, turning to face the group. I stand next to her on her left. I 
place my right hand on her midback, my left hand on her lower ribs. 
As I do this, suddenly my mental focus blurs. Fear is rising within 
me like a thick cloud, threatening to blanket my mental faculties. 
Over the years I have learned what to do about this—I inhibit my 
reaction. I remind myself to go up to my attic as | tell myself not to 
pay attention to the feelings of anxiety and disorientation welling 
up within me. Soon they release their hold on my mind. Next an 
inner voice whispers, “You don’t know what you're doing. You don’t 
feel anything special, just a warm torso under your hands.” It is the 
familiar voice of self-doubt. More fear. I disregard it as well, inhibit, 
and wait. 

Then something shifts. It seems as if my hands become the metal 
prongs of an electric plug, extending into the socket. My palms 
spread; my fingers lengthen. My hands no longer barely touch the 
student but make broader contact. My ribs move readily as my eyes 
focus. Now it seems as if my student and I are connected—a two- 
way channel of communication opens between us. My mental 
clarity reemerges like a timid child, peering out from behind its 
mother’s skirt. This is the moment I refer to as getting plugged in. 

The teachers attending the seminar are familiar with my jargon. 
In passing I remark, “Okay, Pm plugged in to Anne. My hands are 
making contact. The point to emphasize is that I don’t use muscu- 
lar effort to achieve this contact. 1 place my hands on her, inhibit, 
and wait. This is crucial. I want to feel what is happening with my 
hands, but it doesn’t happen the moment I touch her. It takes time 
for a sensory picture to come into view. 

“Why is this exactly?” I ask.“ We want to know what we are feel- 
ing with our hands. There are two components to this: being able to 
feel the student, and understanding what the feeling means, These are not 
the same. The first step is to become able to feel; to do that, I must create 
the conditions in myself that allow me to receive sensory information. 


rile blaine e, VN AMMA NA AR Am ES ME tees Fe a ae 


ERIS ~~ HOW YOU STAND, HOW YOU MOVE, HOW YOU LIVE 


www.engbookpdf.com 


Essentially, the task is to clear the decks. If 1 am worried or fearful, 
my mind is wandering, or I am tense, I cannot receive sensory infor- 
mation from my hands as fully. The static of my emotions and mus- 
cle tension distorts the signal; or uses up the available sensory 
pathways; or maybe it occupies too much mental space, crowding 
out a simple clarity of perception. 

“In any case, I begin by inhibiting. Gradually I become less dis- 
tracted, mentally and physically. Then I gain a fuller hands-on con- 
tact and a sense of being plugged in to the student. What emerges 
in myself is what { like to call an expanding field of awareness. 
This is like climbing to the top ofa mountain to get a better view: 
I can be aware of myself and my student simultaneously. This is the 
foundation on which everything else is built, so taking time for this 
to emerge is essential,” 

“When you say that you’re inhibiting, can you say more about 
what you're thinking?” 

“Sure. When I put my hands on the student, I am usually trig- 
gered into some level of fear reaction, even though this may be small. 
What's there to be afraid of? I couldn't say. In this case, I’ve known 
Anne for years. Is it performance anxiety? Maybe the student won't 
like me. Bue whenever you first put your hands on someone, it’s jar- 
ring, It’s like two bare wires touching and making sparks, So I go 
to my attic, quiet the chatter in my mind, and think, f don’t have to 
react, or I don’t have to do anything, or Fn not putting my hands on any- 
one, Then I wait.The static slowly subsides, my hands make better 
contact, and this state of expanding awareness emerges. 

“There are some pitfalls that get in the way. For example, if we 
believe that we can only think one thing at a time, then when we 
put our hands on we create a split in our awareness—we focus on 
either the student or ourself. And if we believe it is our job to feel 
the student, we give all our attention to what we feel of the student 
in our hands, and we shut off our self-awareness. 

“Let me demonstrate. With my hands on Anne, T'I tell myself to 
focus on feeling what’s happening in her. What do you see?” 

“You look pulled down in yourself’ 

“You look as though your attention is focused downward.” 

“You don't seem aware of what’s going on around you.” 

“Yes. I’m doing all those things. Can everyone see that?” There 
is agreement around the room. 
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“Now I'll inhibit, and wait for my expanding awareness.” After 
a moment I turn my head to look at the others. “Can you sce a dif- 
ference?” 

“It’s subtle, but you look more expanded and up.” 

“The expression on your face is different. You look calmer.” 

“Yes. What did I change? I stopped concentrating on feeling 
Anne with my hands. It is like tuning the dial on a radio to get bet- 
ter reception. By inhibiting, I create the conditions in myself that 
enable me to feel. Ironically, it’s an erroneous belief about what it 
means to feel that interferes with being able to feel.” 

“Can you say more about what you mean by that?” 

“Let’s think about thts neurologically. When you touch, sensory 
receptors are triggered in your skin, muscles, and jomts. These 
receptors send signals that are processed in your brain. Then you say 
that you're feeling something in the student. But the feeling isn’t 
really in the student, or in your hands. As you touch, what you feel 
comes to your awareness via sensory nerves that your brain receives 
and processes. What you're feeling is happening within you. It’s an 
illusion to think you're feeling the other person. You're feeling what 
touching the other person makes you feel in yourself. 

“This is a perplexing state of affairs. The good news is that you 
don’t have to tune out yourself in order to tune in on the student. 
You can receive information from your hands while also receiving 
information about yourself. This is the state of expanding awareness 
that I am speaking of. 

“Irs also important to remember when you put your hands on 
that you have just one sensory system—and one brain—for receiv- 
ing and processing information about two people. So things can get 
confusing. Your expanding awareness means that your mind is 
watching two television screens at once—you and the student. 
Sometimes these pictures overlap. It’s as if they become superim- 
posed, one on top of the other. Then it’s difficult to see either pic- 
ture, and easy to mistake parts of one for the other. Let me tell you 
a story to illustrate this. 

“Years ago I gave a lesson to a student who had knee pain. One 
day as we finished, she said her pain was gone. After she left, I real- 
ized that I had pain in my knee. In fact, my pain was in the same 
place as my student’. I don’t mean to say by this that she gave me 
her pain. Some people characterize this phenomenon in that way 
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and it’s a mistake. lt gives a wrong impression, as though some nox- 
ious substance has been exchanged between student and teacher via 
the hands-on contact. But my mind was mistaking the sensory infor- 
mation about my student for information about me. 

“This is key, because it’s a source of burnout for teachers and care- 
givers. In our effort to empathize with the student and feel with our 
hands, we confuse the sensory impressions that come from the stu- 
dent with those that come from ourselves. To distinguish more 
clearly which is which, it’s vital to maintain a sort of separation in 
your mind. You want to establish two screens of awareness—an 
expanding field of awareness that includes yourself and the 
student—but also keeps each screen distinct.” 

“How de you do that?” 

“Te boils down to inhibiting and directing. Inhibiting gives me the 
mental clarity to achieve this broader awareness. Directing helps me 
keep the two fields separate. As I direct, I am sending thoughts by 
me to me, l also receive the sensory feedback this generates. For 
example, if I have the thought to lee my head go forward and up, I 
know it is 1 who is thinking and who is experiencing the sensory 
feedback this generates. It helps my mind make a distinction 
between sensory inputs. It’s not foolproof, but it helps. 

“Now let’s talk about how I learn to understand the meaning of 
what I feel. [t is possible to feel a great deal with your hands but not 
to know what it means. Learning to understand what you feel is a 
complex process that unfolds as you teach, Let me break this down 
into some discernible components. 

“The first step is to create contrasts that give you a means of compari- 
son. The easiest way to do this is through movement:You can move 
your hands to different places on the student, and you can move the 
student—in whole or in part. 

“For example, I can put my hands on Anne’s head and neck, then 
her ribs, then her shoulders. In this way my hands bring me a fuller 
awareness of the whole of her. L can also gather information by mov- 
ing her. This doesn’t have to be a large movement, Now I’m pivot- 
ing her slightly forward and backward from her ankles as she is 
standing. It is such a small movement that the student may not be 
aware of it. But as 1 move her, I feel her changing. I compare these 
changes and ask myself questions: Is she lighter than before or 
heavier? Is she lengthening upward or pulling down? Has she 
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reacted, tensing as I move her, perhaps by pulling her head back and 
stiffening her neck? Or is she allowing me to move her without 
reacting? By noticing these before-and-after contrasts, I learn the 
meaning of what I’m feeling. 

“But when you start to do something—either by moving your 
hands or by moving the student—there’s another pitfall. Anybody 
know what that is?” I look around the room but no one speaks. 

“Let's do what we did before. PI move Anne in and out of the 
chair. Watch me and tell me what you see.” 

After a minute someone says, Well, you look kind of down again. 
You've lost your up direction?” 

“Right. What else do you notice?” 

“Your thinking changed?” 

“Yes. What happened to my thinking and my expanded field of 
awareness? Am I focused on Anne as | was before?” 

“No, this time it looks like you’re focused on yourself.” 

“That’s right. This time instead of forgetting myself in an effort 
to feel Anne, I forgot about Anne while I focused on myself. When 
I began moving my arms, my attention shifted to the sensations in 
my body. My attention shifted to me. I stopped inhibiting and 
directing, and I forgot about Anne. Now I have to start at the begin- 
ning. lIl stop moving Anne for a moment and give myself ame. This 
is better, I’m inhibiting and getting plugged in. My awareness is 
expanding. Now I’m directing.” 

“Tt really is amazing,” Anne chimes in. 

“What?” [ ask. 

“The quality of your hands really does change. You didn’t move 
your hands or do anything to me just then, but I felt a distinct dif- 
ference when you focused on me or on yourself, as opposed to now 
when you're inhibiting and directing. Before I felt imposed on and 
sort of pressed down, smaller. Now I feel as though you've given me 
space. I expand and lengthen upward. I’m breathing better. I even 
seem to get a better sense of you, the person behind the hands.” 

“Well, chat says it nicely. This is what we want, right? We want to 
create the best possible psychophysical condition in ourselves and 
to sustain this as we use our hands, both to feel the student and to 
convey something to the student. It doesn’t guarantee that some- 
thing will change, but it creates an opportunity for something to 
change. Does that describe it accurately from your side, Anne?” 
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“Definitely.” 

“Returning to our topic of learning to know what we're feel- 
ing, I’m moving her and moving my hands to notice contrasts. Right 
now I’m feeling that Anne is light, not heavy; she’s lengthening 
upward in her torso, not pulling down; her ribs are moving; she isn’t 
collapsing as she exhales. I’m generating a picture in my mind that 
is fuller, more richly detailed. 

“There’s yet another pitfall, however. Once we're feeling more 
and understanding what we're feeling, we start to judge the student’s 
misuse. Then we think about fixing it by doing something with our 
hands and worrying if we're doing this right, which creates anxi- 
cty. Just as we were getting going, we short-circuited the process. Do 
any of you find yourselves doing that?” I look at the group and see 
expressions of chagrin. 

“But, someone asks, “what are you trying to feel if it isn’t what 
the student is doing wrong? Don’t you want to know whether the 
student is pulling her head back and down, or tightening in her 
back, and so on, and then use your hands to correct this? Isn’t that 
the teacher's job?” 

“You're asking important questions, but instead of answering 
them directly, I’m going to ask one in return. Since we want to learn 
to know what we're feeling with our hands, shouldn’t we ask the 
question, What is it that we want to know? What are we using our 
hands to find out? Do I use my hands to know if she has rough skin, 
for example? No. Do I use my hands to find out what she is ‘doing 
wrong, as you've said? Well, sort of, but not for the reason you state. 
So let’s talk about what I want to know and how I know it, and then 
about what I do with this information. 

“I gather information from my hands on three levels. First, my 
hands give me detailed information about the specific area that I'm touch- 
ing. We could call this the musculoskeletal level. 1 can put my hands 
on Anne’s head and neck, for example, and feel if the muscles of her 
neck are hard or soft, if her head is easily mobile or stiffly resistant 
to movement. I can feel whether her head is tilted, rotated, or 
pulled down; or if her neck is overly curved or flattened; or if there’s 
a narrowing constriction in her muscles. 

“How do I know what I’m feeling at the musculoskeletal level? 
Knowledge of anatomy is very important. I can picture in my mind 
those neck vertebrae, how they interlock and the relative position 
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of the bones, where the muscles insert and the nature of their 
action. This knowledge, combined with the information from my 
hands, gives me a lot of information about my student on a specific 
physical and mechanical level. It’s tempting to focus my attention 
entirely on this because it’s concrete. But my conception of what 
I’m trying to know is limited. If I focus only on anatomical details, 
Pl miss a lot of other vital information. 

“At the second level, my hands enable me to know something about how 
my student functions and behaves as a psychophysical whole. My hands 
allow me to know about the student’s connectedness: How her head 
is connected to her neck. How her head and neck are connected 
to her torso. How her torso is connected to her arms and legs. How 
this pattern of connection enhances or interferes with her headward 
coordination. I feel how her mind and body interact, connecting 
feeling and thinking, intention and action, unconscious habit and 
conscious awareness. I feel how my student responds with her 
whole self as she engages that self in activity. 

“My hands bring me information about this whole person that 
I can’t learn through any other means. I can’t learn this from an 
anatomy book. Anatomy is the study of the parts of the body, not 
the study of the relationship among these parts in a living, func- 
tioning organism. Anatomy can never fully inform me about the 
gestalt that is my student. My hands feel what can’t be seen, heard, 
or grasped intellectually through verbal description. 

“At this level, my ability to know what I’m feeling comes pri- 
marily from my study and experience of my own use, and what this 
has taught me about mind-body connection. The textbook is 
myself. I don’t mean to say that I must have the same habits of mis- 
use as my student in order to understand hers. However, my study 
of the psychophysical mechanisms of misuse, especially of my head, 
neck, and back as they operate in me play a large part in my capac- 
ity to feel and understand this in the student. 

“Now that I know something about my student's disconnection— 
her pattern of psychophysical misuse—how do I change it? Do I use 
my hands to fix her—to put each of her skewed body parts in their 
right places? Is it my responsibility to make her move correctly? 
Well, if my conception of her were of a physical object, moving and 
behaving along strictly mechanical and anatomical lines, this would 
be the thing to do. But my student isn’t a body, and I’m not just 
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working on a body.This is not bodywork. My student has thoughts, 
feelings, beliefs, and judgments. I must enter this arena as well. 
First, because my student’s mind and body are a functional whole; 
and second, because it’s the only way to make lasting change in her 
psychophysical habits of reaction. 

“This brings me to the third level—My hands enable me to know 
if my student is inhibiting and directing. My hands are the best means 
for knowing this, since her inhibiting and directing thoughts are 
reflected outward onto the canvas of her physical self. It is my chief 
aim to teach my student how to think effectively,so that she can use 
these skills to change harmful and habitual behavior. My hands feel 
the release and lengthening that her inhibition allows in her mus- 
cles, the increased mobility in her joints, and the quiet calm this 
restores to her nervous system, My hands feel the dimensionality, 
lightness, headward coordination, and connectedness that emerge 
when she directs as I move her. My hands also enable me to give 
her tailor-made feedback to help her learn and then use these 
skills, and to better perceive how they enhance what she is doing. 

“How do I feel inhibiting and directing in the student? Again, 
this is linked to myself. It comes from my experience and use of 
these skills in the present moment as I’m teaching. I can only feel 
my student’s inhibiting and directing if I have learned how to 
inhibit and direct myself. The other main element, of course, is lots 
of practice. 

“Let’s return to Anne. lI discuss what I’m feeling as I work on 
her, and try to show how these three levels of knowing through my 
hands come together as I’m teaching. I'll begin with something sim- 
ple. I have my right hand under Anne's left elbow, and my left hand 
is holding her left hand. Supporting her arm in this way, I’m going 
to lift her arm. Just after I started to do that, I felt Anne’s arm pull 
slightly inward, away from me. Her muscles retracted and her arm 
became heavier. ] also felt a lessening in the contact between my 
hand and hers, as if her thought of her arm is of a limb that is shorter 
than it is. As she reacted in this way, her breathing changed and her 
torso pulled downward. She tightened in her legs. Since all of this 
happened, I know that she wasn’t inhibiting. 

“Anne, lets begin again. This time [’ll remind you to inhibit. Take 
a moment to rise up to your attic. Think of quieting. Think of not 
lifting your arm. Sustain this thinking as I move you. That’s great. 
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This time [ feel that her arm is lighter. It’s articulating better in the 
elbow and shoulder joints, She is allowing me to move her, as her 
inhibition prevents unnecessary reaction. She's experiencing her arm 
moving but she isn’t overly focused on feelings. Her head, neck, and 
torso are maintaining a better upward coordination. Her arm is still 
connected to her back as it moves. Can you perceive these changes, 
Anne?” 

“Yes, you've described a lot of it.” 

“Great. Now I'm going to put my hand on your midback and 
another on your hip, but I’m not going to do anything to move you. 
Tm just going to leave my hands on you as l ask you to sit down in 
the chair. That’s good. Now come back up to standing. 

“What did I feel happen as she did this?” I ask as I look out at 
my audience. “A split second after I asked her to sit, I felt her 
tighten and pull down in the muscles in her back and abdomen. Her 
pelvis tilted forward. She also moved back, toward the chair, which 
meant she pulled herself off balance, The muscles in her legs tight- 
ened, making it more difficult for her to bend her legs. Her neck 
muscles tightened, pulling her head back. In sum, she interfered with 
her balance and coordination. What can I infer from this about what 
she was thinking? Her mind seemed to jump ahead of itself to focus 
on her goal—siteing in the chair. She wasn’t inhibiting or directing. 
Since I’m describing this in words, I have to describe it sequentially. 
But these aren’t a series of separate, isolated events arising from spe- 
cific and separate parts of her. They're aspects of a whole behavior— 
her psychophysical habit—the way that she moves, feels, and thinks 
as she performs the act of sitting. This is a total pattern of activity, 
which is disconnecting her from herself. 

“What set this pattern into action? It was her thought to sit. In 
a sense my hands enable me to feel backward in time. As I feel her 
physical response, I can infer something about the mental concep- 
tion that triggered the action. Her thought began the movement. 
It is her mental conception of the act of sitting, formed years ago 
in childhood, that coordinated her body to sit in this particular way. 
It is this learned mental construct that is the stimulus that produces 
the action. With my hands on her, I can feel something of this men- 
tal concept through what happens in her body as she moves. How 
can she change how she moves? Through changing this mental con- 
ception. Through inhibiting. 
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“Anne, I'd like you to tell yourself that you're not going to sit. 
Sustain this thought as I move you slightly back from your ankles. 
Keep thinking you're not sitting. This doesn’t mean that you're pre- 
venting me from sitting you. It means that you're inhibiting— 
you're in your attic, thinking of not sitting, not doing the movement 
yourself, 

“This time I’m feeling that she hasn't jumped ahead, tensing her 
muscles in an effort to sit. She’s allowing me to move her without 
triggering her reaction. So I know she’s inhibiting. I’m also sup- 
porting her weight slightly with my hand on her back. My support 
is allowing her to release the flexor muscles of her torso and legs. 
This is allowing her torso to lengthen upward. Her pelvis isn’t tip- 
ping forward. My hands aren't doing something to fix her; they're 
supporting her as she thinks of rot doing, and so she moves differ- 
ently. Now IIl bend my legs to lower my body as I continue to sup- 
port her, and she moves with me. Voila! Anne is sitting in the chair. 

“Did you see the difference in how she did this? Her torso 
remained more upright. Her leg muscles lengthened, allowing the 
joints to bend more readily. Her knees bent easily forward; her heels 
remained on the floor. This didn’t happen because T used my hands 
to make it happen, but because she was inhibiting her interfering 
habits as I supported and moved her. As a result, now she has expe- 
rienced the act of sitting in a new, more connected way. 

“Next. Pl put my hands on the top of her head and the middle 
of her back. Anne, think up to your attic as you tell yourself you're 
not standing. Then think your directions: head forward and up, 
torso lengthening up and widening, knees forward. Meanwhile, I’m 
inhibiting and directing myself as I wait to feel how she is changing. 
Depending on what I perceive, then I make decisions about what to 
do next with my hands, or what I might say to explain this better. 

“Anne, your inhibiting 1s doing well. Keep thinking of directing 
your head forward and up. 1 just felt her head move slightly back. 
You probably couldn’t see it, but I felt it. What does that mean? It 
means that my student was trying to make her head mave forward 
and up, rather than thinking in the direction forward and up. So I 
know that her directional thought isn’t clear. 

“As I’ve been talking, Anne’s neck muscles have released and I feel 
her forward and up direction, She isn’t a beginner. She knows how to 
inhibit and direct. My hands and words are helping her fine-tune this. 
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How did I know that she just had a better thought of forward and up? 
First, she didn’t tighten anywhere to make this happen. She didn’t pull 
down in the front of her neck, or under her jaw. Then I felt her head 
slightly increase its pressure, forward and up, into my hand. Did you 
perceive that, Anne? What I mean is, could you perceive that you were 
thinking a more precise forward and up direction?” 

“Yes. It’s subtle but distinct.” 

“Good.The information I get from my hands, coupled with my 
verbal feedback, is teaching her to recognize this change in her 
thinking and to distinguish these differences. In this way the men- 
tal skill of directing becomes much less mysterious. 

“Now, think of not standing; direct your head forward and up 
toward my hand. That’ it. Pll move Anne back in the chair while I 
ask her to continue directing. Let me support your torso with my 
hand on your back. Sustain the thought of directing your head for- 
ward and up toward my hand, then think of lengthening up and 
widening your back. Think your knees forward, and your heels 
toward the floor. As Pm talking I’m feeling that this is going well, 
and I’m directing as well. So I’m going to leave my hands where 
they are on Anne, and just stand myself up. 

“Did you see what happened? Anne sustained her inhibicing and 
directing while letting me support her, and as I stood up, she rose 
with me. She didn’t react; she didn’t try to do it; she didn’t hold to 
her belief of the right way to stand. When the student can think like 
this, I’m like a waiter carrying a tray in my hand—as I stand she 
floats up with me, without effort. 

“That was great, Anne. You sustained your inhibiting and direct- 
ing while letting me move you, 

“Pil put my left hand on top of Anne’ head, and my right hand 
on the back of her neck and head. Anne, think forward and up. That’s 
good. Now think your torso lengthening up and widening. Think 
wide in both directions, right and left.'That’s it. Next, add knees 
forward—think the direction forward, out in front of you.” 

“This time | feel she hasn't quite got the forward direction, so Pm 
going to remember to think my own forward direction. If I’m 
thinking forward myself, the contact of my hands will heip to indi- 
cate that to her. That’s all I can do. I can’t make her think forward.” 

“I dont know why,’ Anne integects, “but forward is a difficult 
spatial direction for me.” 
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“That’s okay. Let it have time. We can wait. Go up to your attic, 
think of not doing anything, Continue seeing in front of you and 
building the directions from the beginning, one after the other. m 
waiting, as I also remind myself to think forward. 

“That’s it, that’s a more forward thought. Can you perceive it?” 

Anne smiles. 

“Do you see anything different about her?” I ask the group. 

“Her face just changed.” 

“She looks more present, more alert.” 

“It looks as though she’s here in the room with us and seeing, 
instead of focusing back inside herself.” 

“Exactly. She’s thinking her directions well. You can see it, par- 
ticularly in the face and around the eyes.” 

“Do you notice a change, Anne?” 

“When I’m directing forward like this it feels as though I’m 
standing perilously forward on the edge of a precipice. It’s interest- 
ing, but it’s emotionally uncomfortable. I feel vulnerable. It’s differ- 
ent chan my usual way of being.” 

“Yes. Like a lot of us, you lose the forward direction and retreat 
back inside of yourself. I call it ‘being in the back of your cave.” 

Anne smiles, ruefully this time. “That describes it.” 

“How did you know that her thinking shifted and she had a 
clearer thought of the forward direction?” someone asks. “She didn’t 
move at all” 

“I would say that I was able to feel her thinking change because 
I was maintaining my own directing. I can’t explain how this hap- 
pens phystologically; [ can only describe what it’s ike as it happens. 
It seems as if I can sense the change in her inhibiting and directing 
through my own expanding state of awareness. I knew she was ‘back 
in her cave, for example, because f experienced some sense of that 
in myself. Due to my expanding awareness, I seem to experience my 
inhibiting and directing as well as hers, simultaneously. It sounds odd, 
but I’m not speaking theoretically. I experience a change in my own 
state of mind in the present moment. It’s just difficult to describe. 
At this level, knowing what I’m feeling no longer seems to be some- 
thing that l get from my hands. I seem to sense it in my mind. 

“Next, ['m going to put my hands where they were on Anne's 
torso, ask her to keep directing, and move her some more. I’m gath- 
ering information about the specific places where I have my hands, 
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but because Pm maintaining my expanding awareness, I’m also get- 
. ting a sense of the whole of her—a sense of overall connection, head 
to neck to torso to limbs as I’m moving her this little bit on her 
ankles. As Pm moving her there's something bringing my attention 
to her legs. They don’t feel as light and supple as her torso. Where do 
I feel this knowing? It’s sort of in my hands, but I think it would be 
more accurate to say that it’s in my overall awareness. I ask myself, 
What does this tell me about how she’s thinking? Is she inhibiting? 
Is she directing? Is there a particular direction that she’s forgetting? 

“Anne, Fd like you to think of not tightening, not holding in your 
legs. Don’t go down to your legs to focus on them and feel them. 
Stay up in your attic and think the words. Let your words have 
meaning, and let this meaning affect the whole of yourself. 

“Fve given her some instructions, and I’m waiting to see what I 
can perceive changing as a result. I feel that her legs have freed a bit. 
I also feel theres more lightness as 1 move her. There’s a better 
upward coordination in her torso. Yet something still doesn’t feel 
quite right. Ic seems to me her legs are doing well, but something 
keeps telling me there’s a problem with her feet. They don’t feel as 
free as her legs. There’s something that’s just not right about her feet. 
She’s thinking about them differently than she’s thinking about the 
rest of herself.” 

“That’s incredible!” 

“What?” 

“My teet have been hurting a lot lately. I don’t know if this is 
related, but I’ve been working with a student with a loc of foot prob- 
lems and [ve been thinking about feet. They’ve really been on my 
mind recently and they're really bothering me.” 

I see surprised and wondering faces arrayed before me. “How did 
I know this?” I ask. “How did [ know her fect have been hurting 
her? I didn’t know her feet have been hurting her. Not in the way 
I know it now, since she just told me. However, in another way I did 
know it, because my hands and awareness gave me a sense that 
something about her feet was different from the rest of her. It 
seemed as though they'd been omitted from her conception of 
herself, 

“I can’t explain logically how { knew there was a problem with 
her feet. It seems impossible, because it’s so different from the way 
we're accustomed to knowing. Let me add that I didn’t feel this right 


Anne interrupts. 
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away. It took this entire time that I’ve been working and using my 
hands. Slowly, Pm increasing what I am able to perceive about the 
whole of her. Then I had an idea about something interfering with 
her feet. You tell me how I’m able to know that; I really can't 
explain it!” i 

We all have a laugh and I sit Anne down in the chair, since by 
now she’s been standing for a while. 

“Let me summarize. You've got to keep your mind quiet and 
clear, and establish an expanding field of awareness. Do not get dis- 
tracted by trying to feel the student or yourself. Move your hands 
to different places and move her. Ask yourself questions; notice con- 
trasts. Ask yourself what you want to know: from specifics, to the 
overall pattern of movement and beliefs that underlie it, to the stu- 
dent’s inhibition and direction. Give your student instructions, 
notice the changes, and compare them with what you're experi- 
encing in yourself'as you inhibit and direct. Gradually, you build an 
experiential knowledge base—a logbook of sensory understanding. 
I can’t give this knowledge to you, like handing you a manual. 
There’s only one way to acquire it—through sustaining your good 
psychophysical use of yourself as you teach. Eventually you acquire 
more and more experience, sensitivity, and understanding. 

“However, it’s also important to keep in mind that you can be 
wrong. Do you know for certain that this sense you're having 
about your student is correct? You can't know you're right in the way 
you know that its seventy-two degrees outside when you look at 
a thermometer. Bells won't go off. There’s no one in the teaching 
room telling you you're right. But when something, whatever it is, 
keeps nagging at you about what you're sensing, pay attention, Lis- 
ten and take it in. Then think of ways to test it. 

“I sensed something about Anne's feet so I mentioned it. If this had 
been a lesson, I might have asked her co think of not tightening, or 
given her some information about how her feet support her weight 
and contact the floor, and asked her to inhibit by thinking of not 
standing. Then I'd see if 1 could feel a change. I wouldn’t have told her, 
directly, Theres a problem with your feet, as I did just now. But some- 
times when you raise the matter, even indirectly, your student says 
something that gives you confirmation you're right on target. Then 
you discover that your hands and awareness can receive informa- 
tion your conscious mind didn’t arrive at logically and can’t explain. 
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“Since this knowing seems to come from thin air, we think it’s 
a figment of our imagination. But it’s more like a spark jumping the 
gap—an intuition. Ít isn’t magic. It doesn’t come from nowhere. It 
comes from your years of practice, and your skilled psychophysical 
use of yourself as you put your hands on the student. Your hands 
bring you information that is different from your other senses. 
They bring you another type of knowing. With sufficient practice, 
your mind learns to understand its meaning.” 
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Pain Free and 
Moving Again 


An education isn't how much you have committed ta memory, 
or even how much you know. It’s being able to differentiate 
between what you do know and what you don't, 

——ANATOLE FRANCE 


JOHN, PART. TWO 0. ana oee 


d OHN IS LYING on his back on the table in my teaching 
room. His knees are bent and his hands rest on his ribs. Several 
books are positioned under his head to give it support and allow 
his neck to lengthen. Through his lessons, he is learning to rise up 
to his attic and to think of non-doing. At the moment, my hands 
are also helping him to release his hold on his muscles. Slowly his 
shoulders widen, relinquishing their grip on his chest. The tension 
in his arms and hands lessens. His palms spread open. Since his 
inhibiting is improving, I have begun teaching him to think spa- 
tially: up, wide, and forward. Today I plan to work more specifi- 
cally on his original complaint—his painful and stiff right shoulder. 

With my left hand under his right elbow, and my other hold- 
ing his right hand, I extend John’s arm at the elbow and support 
his arm. As 1 do this, I watch his face for signs of discomfort. I 
am fecling the response in his muscles and the weight of his arm. 
My hands bring me a wealth of information as I ask myself ques- 
tions: Is his arm heavy or light? Are the shoulder, elbow, and wrist 
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mobile or stiff? At the same time, I watch his face: Do his eyes shift 
downward, losing their brightness as he forgets to aim his attention 
forward and up? Is he aware of what is around him as he thinks of 
non-doing? Does he hold his breath? Does he brace in other parts 
of his body as I move his arm, or does he sustain an overall quality 
of expansion? These questions and more play across my awareness 
like tickertape. 

Meanwhile, I am paying attention to my own coordination: I let 
my neck ease to allow my head to move forward and up from my 
spine. I am thinking my directions. I remind myself not to try to 
move his arm in a particular way to achieve a result. F wait to feel 
his muscles’ subtle message of release. 

“John, does your shoulder hurt as I support your arm away from 
your side like this?” I ask, checking in. 

“No, it’s fine?” 

“Great. Now remember to inhibit and direct. As you bring your 
attention up to your attic, think of not bolding your arm. Think, 7 
am not lifting my arm. Then think of letting your head release forward 
and up from your spine, letting your torso lengthen up and widen, 
letting your knees release forward from your hips and ankles.” 

“You know,” John interjects, “I wasn’t able to let you move my 
arm like this just a few weeks ago.” 

“That's right, John. You're doing really well. Think how much 
you've learned and how much you've changed. And I haven’t asked 
you to do a single exercise!” 

John laughs, and then adds,“I’m still worried about my shoulder. 
It isn't entirely better. Do you think I'll ever be able to get my arm 
over my head?” 

“Yes, but we have to approach this slowly. It isn’t good to focus your 
attention on this single goal. When you do that you stop inhibiting 
and directing, retriggering the habitual reactions that have created 
your problem. The important thing isn’t how far you move your arm 
today, it is sustaining your inhibiting and directing as I move you. That's 
the first step. In the long run that’s more valuable. When you become 
skilled at inhibiting and directing, you can apply these skills in any sit- 
uation, any time. You'll have gained more than shoulder mobility. 
Although I don’t mean to say that isn’t important. 

“Remind yourself to rise up to your attic as you think of not 
moving your arm,’ I repeat. As I feel the response in John’s muscu- 
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Jature I move his arm slightly higher. As I do this, I notice John’s eyes 
dropping downward. I feel his arm pulling inward like a turtle 
retracting a limb into its shell. 

“John, where did your attention just go?” 

“I guess I’m focused on my arm. 1’m feeling what you're doing.” 

“Good observation. Are you inhibiting as you do that?” 

“No,” he says, pressing his lips together. 

“This is good. You're learning. You noticed that your attention 
shifted downward to feel. Now renew your inhibition. Think of 
bringing your attention forward and up, and tell yourself thar you're 
not moving your arm. Then add the directions: my neck is releas- 
ing; my head is forward and up; my back is lengthening upward and 
widening; my knees are forward.” 

As I speak, | feel John’s muscles letting go and 1 begin to move 
his arm again. Just as I do this, his eyes drop down and focus inward. 
His face looks strained: his arm is heavier. 

“What are you thinking?” I ask. 

“I guess my attention went back to my arm.” 

“Right. So renew your inhibiting and directing” I wait and 
watch as John’s gaze changes, his facial muscles ease, and his arm 
becomes responsive in my hands again. Since he is doing well, I 
begin to rotate his arm, turning it slightly outward in the joint, I wait 
to feel his muscles release before increasing the range of motion. A 
moment later something stiffens and tightens, I stop what I’m 
doing and ask,“ What just happened?” 

“Pm worrying about what you're doing. I’m worried it’s going 
to hurt.” 

“Did anything hurt then?” 

“No, it really didn’t.” 

I bend John’s elbow and bring his arm back to his side, letting his 
hand rest on his ribs. Then 1 step back to look at him. 

“Pm not very good at this, am I?” he asks, before I have a chance 
to speak. 

“That's not true at all. I just think you have a misapprehension. 
You're suffering from a pain in your shoulder and lack of mobility 
in the joint. So you’ve concluded that your problem is in your shoul- 
der.” 

‘What do you mean?” he asks, slightly startled. 

“Well, you're not a refrigerator.” 
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Surprised by my remark, John laughs and answers with feigned 
innocence, “I’m not?” 

“No. But most of us treat ourselves as though we are. Without 
realizing it, we apply the laws of the external, inanimate world to 
our body. When the refrigerator breaks, what do you do? You have 
to figure out what's broken, and then you have to get a new part, 
replacing the old one. In other words, you have to figure out what's 
wrong, and then know the right thing to do to fix it. But you don’t 
work that way. You're not a bunch of parts. You're a living organism, 
a complex array of interdependent and interacting systems. You can’t 
just take your arm off and put on a new one.” 

“No,” he says, smiling again. 

“For example, your body knows how to heal itself. When you cut 
your finger it heals, right? You don’t know, consciously, how to do 
that. Yet you treat your artn as though it’s your job to focus on it as 
if it were a broken part for you co fix. You have a belief that if you 
really focus on that arm you'll be able to feel what's wrong, and then 
do the right thing to make it get better. But that’s not possible. In 
addition, while you focus so much on the pain in your shoulder, you 
neglect to notice what is happening in the rest of your body and 
around you. Am I right?” 

“Yeah, I am pretty focused on this.” 

“Because of this belief—that by focusing on feeling your arm 
you'll know what to do—you’re reacting to your pain in a way that 
makes the pain worse. The stimulus of pain is gradually teaching 
your brain to overfocus its attention on feeling the part of your body 
from which the pain seems to arise. It is also triggering your brain 
to believe that you're in danger. Your brain responds to this pain as 
a threat, stimulating a defense response that leads to all sorts of 
changes in your neurochemistry. You begin producing stress hor- 
mones. Other physical changes are triggered throughout your body 
as well that create more tension in your muscles. This is a stress 
response. In turn, it creates more pain. 

“Your locomotor system and your self-defense system are inter- 
linked. Over time, in a sense you acquire two injuries: the painful, 
stiff shoulder, and the way that you have learned to overfocus your 
attention on feeling the shoulder. You are unwittingly retriggering 
and compounding this defense response. In order to recover, we have 
to deal with both: the injury and the way you've learned to react 
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to it. What do you think the remedy for this is? Exercising your mus- 
cles more?” 

“No,” John says. “Inhibiting?” 

“You've got it. Want to try this again?” 

“Sure,” 

I hold John’s arm at the elbow and hand, and extend his arm out- 
ward from his side. Then I stop, ask him to rise up to his attic and 
think of not doing anything with his arm, and then to think up, 
wide, and forward. “Remind yourself not to focus on feeling your 
arm. I know it’s scary, since you're afraid of having pain, but ask your- 
self to think and behave as if the arm isn’t injured. In this way you 
can indirectly prevent your fear reaction. You can think as if you 
believe your arm is okay. This allows you a new way of responding 
as I move you.” 

Watching John’s expression, I see that he understands what Tm 
saying. “That’s good, John. Keep thinking forward and up to your 
attic. Then try thinking, ‘l don’t have to fix my arm?” 

John’s arm begins to lengthen and lighten in my hands. I slowly 
rotate the arm outwardly, but in the next instant his attention pulls 
inward again. I stop what I’m doing and continue to support his 
arm. “John, think of rising up to your attic. From your attic your 
awareness can expand to think of the whole of yourself, not just your 
shoulder and arm. Remember, you're not a bunch of parts. We want 
your thinking to encompass the whole of you. From up in your attic 
you can be aware of the whole—-head to fingers to toes. You're 
thinking of not dwelling on your fears and feelings, as you allow me 
to move you just a bit.” 

As I’m speaking, John’s arm is beginning to lengthen again. l'm 
able to rotate it outwardly a little more. As this happens, muscles 
release around his scapula and in his back. This enables me to move 
his arm higher over his head. John’s hand is about six or seven inches 
above his shoulder. I know this is farther than it has moved in quite 
a while. I stop moving it but continue supporting his arin as I wait. 
Jobn is inhibiting and directing, and seeing out in front of him with- 
out focusing on his arm. He is sustaining a more balanced attention 
and awareness of the whole of himself. 

“John, that's good. You're thinking more of the whole, can you 
tell? Do you sense what I mean by that? You're no longer just ‘an 
injured arm’ in your awareness, am I right?” 
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‘Yes, I can sense the difference. I’m less focused on my arm and 
what you're doing.” 

“Great. You're changing your habit of mind-body disconnection. 
Continue aiming your attention forward and up to your attic. This 
allows an awareness of the whole of yourself to emerge, instead of 
focusing on just a part. I’m supporting and moving your arm, but 
your job is to think of not doing anything, and then think up, wide, 
and forward. That’s great.” John’s muscles lengthen as I slowly move 
his arm higher. Then I stop, wait a moment, then move his arm even 
more upward. His shoulder muscles continue to release, his back 
muscles lengthen, and his arm is light and mobile. 

“John, continue that good thinking. Now in addition, can you let 
yourself be peripherally aware of where your arm is?” 

“Its higher?” 

“T'I say it is. Your hand is about two feet higher than your shoul- 
der joint. It’s almost straight over your head. Does anything hurt?” 

“No, not at all. This is incredible. My arm hasn’t moved like this 
in over a year. How did you do that? How did this happen?” Ques- 
tions tumble out as a wondering smile spreads across his face. 

“Tm not doing this, John, you are. I can’t move your arm in a way 
that you don’t allow me to. I can’t make your muscles let go. It's your 
thought that is doing this. You're inhibiting, so your muscles are let- 
ting go. But youre not Just releasing some muscles; youre letting go 
of beliefs, preventing fear reactions, and changing old habits of 
over-focusing your attention on sensation. You're also thinking spa- 
tially, which is restoring a headward coordination in the muscles of 
your torso. Your thinking is allowing the whole of you to lengthen 
and expand, not just your arm. Can you tell?” 

“This is amazing,” he repeats.“And I’m not doing anything,” he 
adds in a voice that sounds more like a question than a statement. 

“Well, you're not doing anything in the sense that youre no 
longer holding on to your muscles, But you're learning to sustain 
your thinking in a new and beneficial way.This is what you're here 
to learn, not just how to fix your arm. You're not a refrigerator, 
remember? You're a thinking, responding, learning, interactive 
whole. The way you move affects how you think. How you think 
affects how you move, which affects how you feel. If you change 
one, you'll change them all. Instead of reacting to your arm in a way 
that hinders and limits you, mentally and physically, you're learning 
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to think in a way that frees you from learned belief, tension, and fear. 
That’s what we want, isn’t it? 

“Most peoples unconscious habits take them in a direction of 
ever-increasing tension, fear, and rigidity as they age. But it doesn’t 
have to be that way. You don’t have to stiffen and become less 
mobile. You don’t have to become fixed in your behaviors and 
beliefs. You can learn to inhibit and direct, to use these tools to 
enable you to change and respond ever more appropriately and 
adaptively in each moment, and to play a greater role in maintain- 
ing and optimizing your health.” 

John is silent for a moment as I bend his arm and place his hand 
back in its resting position on his ribs. Then he turns his head toward 
me. “I’m getting a lot more from these lessons than I expected.” 

I smile and nod. 

“I really didn’t expect this was going to work,” he continues. “A 
friend of mine nagged me to try it, so I called you to get him off 
my back. I figured I'd be able to tell him that I tried it and it was a 
lot of nonsense. J didn’t believe this would work!” 
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An Incredible 
Lightness of Being 


The purpose of education is to replace 
an empty mind with an open one. 
—MALCOLM FORBES 


ERIN, PART THREE | 


Erin HAS HAD five months of weekly lessons. She is learn- 
ing what it means to inhibit as she sits and stands, allowing me 
to move her. She is also learning to direct, and has become famil- 
iar with my vocabulary and what is required of her as a partic- 
ipant in the lesson. At the moment, she is sitting on the chair in 
my teaching room, and | am standing on her left side. My right 
hand is placed on the back of her neck and head. 

“Erin, think of directing—let your head release forward and 
up, your torso lengthen upward and widen, and your knees 
release forward.” As I speak, I feel a sinking quality at the base 
of Erin’s neck, With a glance in the mirror, I see that she is look- 
ing downward. She has responded to my instructions by drop- 
ping her attention down to feel her body. From this, I know she 
is doing something in her body in an effort to chink. 

“Let's make this simpler, Erin. Think up to your attic and see 
out m front of you. Take time to guiet the chatter in your 
mind,” I pause, taking time for her to absorb my words. “Think 
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of not sitting. Think of not doing anything to help me. Say these 
words silently to yourself as you summon their meaning in your 
mind. You want to know what you mean by these words.” As I wait, 
I feel a quality of calm spread through Erin like leaves settling as the 
wind stills. The downward pressure in her neck has lifted. 

“That's good, Erin. Can you tell that you re thinking more clearly?” 

“Yes.” 

“Now add your spatial thinking. First think up, toward and 
beyond your head.” I put my left hand lightly on top of Erin's head. 
“Think in the direction that is toward my hand that’s on top of your 
head. Let your words summon the meaning of expansion upward, 
to the top of your head and beyond. This is just a thought, an effort- 
less thought. You're not trying to do anything to your body.” I 
pause while my hands bring me information about how Erin has 
responded to my instruction. She feels more focused and clear, eas~ 
ier in her body yet not relaxed. She also feels more energized, and 
Í can move her more readily. 

“Now add the widening thought—think of expanding out your 
ears. Wide is the direction of elevator doors sliding open.” Again, I wait. 

“Add a thought of forward—expanding into the space in front 
of you.” 

As I speak, I feel Erin’s response. She understands my instructions. 
My hands feel her head releasing slightly forward and up, away from 
her neck. Her neck seems to soften and fill. Her shoulders release apart 
and away from her ribs, Her torso is coordinating headward. As I move 
her slightly forward and backward from her hips, she feels light yet 
strong—miobile, yet connected through her pelvis into the chair. _ 

“That’s good. You're inhibiting and directing rather than focus- 
ing on feeling things in yourself and trying to do the right thing to 
your body. Can you notice a difference in your thinking?” 

Erin nods her head. Since this is going well, I put her directing 
skill to a greater test. Applying a small pressure into the heel of my 
palm as it rests on the base of her neck, I extend my arm to pivot 
Erin farther forward in the chair. I have made no mention of stand- 
ing up, but in an instant Erin changes. Her legs tighten and pull 
inward. There is a downward compression in her torso. She no 
longer feels buoyant. In reaction to the sensation of moving, Erin’s 
brain has jumped into action, tensing muscles in her legs, abdomen, 
and lower back. I move her to the upright. 
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“What happened to your thinking?” I ask. 

“I don't know, it just sort of disappeared.” 

“Tell yourself not to react to the feeling of the movement. Just 
think of not standing, Remember, I'll do the job of moving you. 
Your job is to inhibit and renew your directions—let your head 
release forward and up, your torso lengthen up and widen, your 
knees release forward. Think these directions to yourself, one after 
the other and all together. You don’t have to think about doing the 
movement itself” 

Erin doesn’t reply, but 1 know through my hands that she is 
resuming her spatial thinking, She is lengthening upward. Her corso 
feels more supple and toned. I move her forward again. This time 
as she moves Erin continues directing. Instead of her torso sinking 
away from my hand as she pivots forward, she seems to rise up into 
my hand. Her muscles lengthen; her spine extends upward. Her legs 
do not grip or pull her knees together. Next I move her backward 
toward the upright, but in an instant the sinking in her body 
returns. What a moment before had felt lively, vibrant, and springy 

-under my hand now seems to have withdrawn and sunk inward. 

“Did you notice any change in your spatial thinking just then?” 

“Yes,” she answers, “As you moved me backward I thought about 
my bottom on the chair.” 

“Were you thinking spatially?” I ask. 

“No!” She replies with energy. 

“Which direction would you say you lost?” 

“Forward. I started thinking back, toward the chair.” 

“Okay, great. Let’ try it again.” I repeat the directions to her and 
with guidance from my hand she moves forward again. 

“Continue directing, Erin. Allow your thought of up, wide, and 
forward to expand into the space around you.” I move her torso to 
the upright once again. 

“That's the idea. Could you perceive a difference this time?” 

“E just kept thinking my directions. It seemed lighter.” 

“Right. That’s a good clue that your directing is working. It coor- 
dinates you in a way that lets your body lighten; it loses its quality 
of weight. Just don’t get caught up in focusing on the feeling. You 
can be peripherally aware of it, but the important thing is to sus- 
tain your inhibiting and directing.” 

Next, | move my right hand to her midback. My left hand is still 
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on top of her head. I resume thinking my own directions and, as I 
lengthen through my arms, I begin to add the slightest increasing 
pressure from my left hand into her head. By doing this I am test- 
ing the waters again. If she is inhibiting and directing, chis slight 
increase of pressure will cause her to respond with an increasing 
tonus m the muscles of her back, which wilt make her torso rise 
upward. Otherwise, my pressure on her head will send her down- 
ward, She will shorten and move away from my contact. T remind 
Erin to think forward and up. I feel her head dropping down. Her 
chin tucks into her neck and her neck flattens. 

“Think in the direction that is toward my hand on your forehead, 
Erin, Think your head forward and up.” T feel her head starting to 
pull slightly backward. “Thats not up, Erin. Which way 1s up? 
You're thinking back and up, not forward and up. Think forward and 
up toward my hand.” After a moment she shifts again. Her head 
rights itself on the top of her neck and her torso lengthens. Her chin 
releases away from her neck and her neck regains its soft, expand- 
ing quality. 

“That’s good. Now your directing is better. Can you tell?” 

“Yes, but it is such a slight change!” 

I increase the pressure slightly on Erin’s head again, as I also 
increase the pressure of my right hand on her back. With this slight 
increase in contact against her back and head simultaneously as she 
directs, there is a subtle but marvelous shift. As my hands move 
slightly inward toward each other, Erin expands outward, toward my 
hands. Her back widens and frees upward. Her ribs move more read- 
ily. Her head frees forward on her spine, as it seems to reach into my 
palm. It feels as though Pm holding a coiled spring that is expand- 
ing outward against my palms. 

Since this is going well, | move my arms to the right, this time 
moving Erin so she is pivoting back in the chair from her hip joints. 
In the next instant her body has become heavier again. I respond 
by increasing the contact of my right hand on her back to give her 
more support. In order to do this, I continue directing so that I meet 
her weight with my own length and expansion, especially through 
my back and legs. This gives me more strength so that I can support 
her without tightening and pulling downward in myself. 

As I sustain this greater contact, I feel that Erin’s abdominal 
muscles have lengthened and her ribs are moving. She is breathing 
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23-1. Erin sitting. Her 
neck tension has eased. 
Her head is forward and 
up, and her back muscles 
have released to allow 
her spine to coordinate 
upward. The shoulders 
are wide apart and the 
arms hang freely. Her 
knees are not squeezed 
together; her leg muscles 
have lengthened. 
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better. As this happens her body frees upward 
again, releasing into lightness and buoyancy. The 
spring returns beneath my hands. Sustaining this 
now for about thirty seconds, I know she has 
accomplished a lot. I move Erin to the vertical and 
take my hands off her (Illustration 23-1). 

“That was great, Erin. “You kept inhibiting and 
directing as I moved you back in the chair. My hand 
on your back was also giving you support as I 
moved you. This allowed your abdominal muscles 
to release, which freed your torso to lengthen more 
upward. We work together as a team: your inhibi- 
tion and direction, my support and gentle hands-on 
guidance as I move you. If you hadn’t been inhibit- 
ing and directing, we both would have had to work 
a lot harder as you moved back in space. 

“Ready to try this again?” Erin nods. “Remem- 
ber that you don’t have to move your body. Mov- 
ing your body is my job. You're rising up to your 
attic, and then inhibiting and directing. Don’t zero 
in on the sensation of the movement. It’s directing you want to give 
your attention to, not the physical body that you believe you have 
to hold on to and figure out how to move. Think spatially in all 
dimensions: up, wide, and forward.” I place my hands again on her 
head and back. “And think forward and up, releasing toward my 
hand on your head as I move you. This time I’ll move you a bit far- 
ther back in the chair.” 

I begin to move Erin back, but she begins to shrink downward 
again. 

Before I can say anything she says,“I lost it. My mind wandered.” 

“That’s good. You noticed when you stopped thinking. When that 
happens, you have the opportunity to restore it. That’s how you prac- 
tice and build your skill.” I bring Erin to the upright as I leave my 
hands on her back and head. We try again. 

This time Erin sustains her thinking. It feels as if I have a spring 
between my hands. As I gently press my hands against this spring, 
continuing to direct and lengthen in myself, she releases and expands 
into my hands. Now I do not simply have light hands, delicately 
touching my student. I have strong, spreading hands that make 
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fuller contact, yet I am not tensing my muscles to try to hold her 
or do something to her by grasping her with my fingers. I expand 
as my muscles lengthen, as though I am a rubber band being 
stretched and gaining in tensile strength. As 1 meet her weight and 
she meets my hand, the dynamic expansion between us increases the 
muscle tone in both of us. Together, we are becoming longer and 
stronger while also light, free, and mobile. 

I move my hand to the back of Erin’s head and neck. I continue 
moving her forward in the chair, then backward, then forward 
again. By doing this I can feel how she is sustaining her thinking in 
response to my instruction. | can feel that she is listening and 
understanding. She is no longer focusing on her body and trying to 
do the right thing. Her back widens as she moves. Her limbs are 
strong, yet mobile. She moves with virtually no effort. It is as if her 
torso is glued to my hand and, since ] am moving, she moves also. 
As we do this, her head reorients on the top of her spine, pivoting 
slightly forward on the top of her neck. The musculature in her 
abdomen releases a little more. This allows her lower ribs to con- 
tinue freeing, expanding more to bring air into her lungs, then mov- 
ing together on the exhalation. Her body seems to have lost its mass 
and become open space. 

When her torso is about eight or ten inches behind the vertical, 
I stop moving. T can feel chat Erin is directing. She ts lengthening 
outward and into my hands; I am lengthening in my hands, arms, 
back, and legs. I repeat the directions to her again, asking her to aim 
her thought in the direction that is forward and up. As she does this 
I can feel a greater connection through her whole body, from her 
head to the bottom of her spine and into her legs and fect to the 
floor. She feels whole. My support also enables Erin to lengthen her 
hip flexor muscles, and this allows her torso to lengthen further 
upward, releasing her previously downward compression. I chink my 
directions, particularly forward and up. I increase the contact, 
reminding myself to allow the increasing force of this contact to 
travel through my arm, back, legs, and into the floor. 

As sure as [ will ever be that we are both directing, I straighten 
my legs and stand myself up, simultaneously moving my arms in a 
sideward and up direction. Because Erin is also directing, she feels 
weightless. She moves as if her joints are frictionless, Her torso is ver- 
tical as she rises up out of the chair like a rocket in liftoff. Ac the 
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moment I have finished and am standing, my stu- 
dent is also standing, poised and balancing upright 
with ease (Illustration 23-2). 

I take my hand off her as Erin’s head swivels 
toward me and an astonished grin spreads across 
her face. “How’d that happen?” she blurts out. “I 
didn’t do that! You lifted me up out of the chair, 
right? How’d you do that? I didn’t stand up!” her 
questions tumble out. I smile but say nothing. 

My student looks happily perplexed as she 
repeats, “How did you lift me out of the chair?” 

I shake my head.“I didn’t. I didn’t lift you. You did 
it. Or rather we should say your thinking did it.” 

“Are you sure?” she asks again.““That was aston- 
ishing. I felt like I was a bird, expanding outward 
through my limbs until I—” 

Erin stops, searching for words. 

“I let go of my body and flew!” 


23-2. Erin standing with 
better balance and more 
upward coordination in 
the torso. Contrast this 
with Illustration 14-1. 
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speaking from 
My Self 


The voice is a second signature. 
—R. J. FITZHENRY 


N OT LONG AGO, a young man named Greg called me for les- 
sons. He had recently completed college as a theater major. Tall 
and handsome, with dark hair and chiseled features, Greg sat in 
the chair in my teaching room and assured me he had no pains 
or injury. 

“What is your interest in the Technique?” I asked. 

“I keep finding references to it in my acting textbooks. And 
friends keep telling me how useful it is for actors. | thought I 
should try it.” 

“You're right. It is helpful for actors. Among other things, it 
helps prevent you from being typecast. Most of us have an 
unconscious way of holding and moving our body. We usually 
aren't aware of it, but it conveys a certain personality type. As a 
result, when you audition, you find yourself being given the same 
types of roles. The Technique can teach you to prevent these 
habits and learn to move in a more neutral way. Then you can 
add on to this whatever movements and mannerisms best suit 
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your character. You'll be more able to convey a range of characters 
and emowons.” 

Greg smiled and assured me that this was what he wanted. 

Over the next several months, Greg arrived punctually for his 
weekly lessons. He smiled easily, but he also seemed constrained. In 
his early lessons, I discovered that this ready smile belied a different 
inner state. Greg's body was extremely tight. It was hard work lift- 
ing and moving his arms and legs as he rested on the table. I found 
myself wondering how he had managed in his movement classes. 

1 continued working with him on the table more than I had 
intended, Greg needed to learn to inhibit, and the best way to teach 
him this was to lec him lie on the table, where he did not have to 
hold himself up against gravity. 

Gradually, Greg began to change. His too-ready smile lessened. 
His limbs became lighter and easier to move. He looked more 
graceful as he walked. Each week at the end of the lesson, he said 
that he found the lessons helpful. L believed him but he never said 
more specifically what he meant by this. 

One day as Greg was lying on the table and inhibiting, I com- 
mented on how much he had changed since his first lesson. 

“TH say,” Greg answered quickly in an odd tone of voice. “I don't 
feel so much like smashing heads anymore.” 

Greg's remark took my breath away as I struggled to chink of a 
response. “Great,” was all 1 could think to say. 

As I thought over his comment later, I was puzzled. Greg had a 
friendly, outgoing manner. He smiled, laughed, and chatted during the 
lessons, although I had soon learned how tense his body was. But 
“feeling like smashing heads”? This spoke of a different level of ten- 
sion. And it spoke of distress. 1 did not believe that he would actually 
do this, or feel myselfin danger, but I began to understand Greg a bit 
more. He was letting me know something of the enormity of his inner 
struggle. And I had a new appreciation for the extent of Greg’s ten- 
sion. He must be living, 1 realized, locked within his body so tightly 
that this created a feeling, and an accompanying belief, that che only 
way to break out of this tension was to explode, violently. And all the 
while, Greg had no idea why he felt this way or what to do about it. 
He just kept smiling, wearing his mask of joviality. This must have been 
tiring and ahenating. Greg was a young man split within himself, 

Although I was startled by his remark, 1 felt gratified to realize 
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that the lessons were helping to release him from this inner strug- 
gle. As Greg's body continued to ease, I began working with him 
in the chair. One day I decided to begin building a bridge between 
what he was learning in the lessons and his acting. As he sat in the 
chair, I asked him if he would like to read something out loud. 

Greg's eyes widened as he answered, “Sure!” 

T handed him a copy of da Vincis Notebooks and asked him to pick 
a page and read. Greg opened the book and began. I watched and 
listened with surprise. As a trained actor, I had expected his voice 
to command a certain presence. But Greg’s voice was muted and flat. 
There was no resonance. He sounded lifeless. Occasionally he 
would emphasize one word more than the next, but his voice had 
a disembodied quality as though there was no living person behind 
it. I asked him to stop reading and put the book in his lap. 

“What were you thinking as you read, Greg, can you say?” 

“Not really. Well, I guess 1 was actually thinking about pro- 
nouncing the words correctly.” 

“What about the meaning of your words? Did you follow what 
it was you were reading?” 

“No, I wasn’t paying attention to that.” 

“Try it again.” 

Greg read a few paragraphs, but it was the same as before. His 
voice was stilted. I found myself barely able to follow what he was 
saying. “Okay, Greg, stop.” As he put the book down, I asked, “What 
were you thinking this time? Did you notice anything else?” 

“Well, I was trying to read the words correctly,” he repeated. 

“What about you? Where was Greg as he was reading?” 

“Me?” 

“Yes. Were you aware of yourself?” 

“No, not at all.” ` 

“Where did you go?” 

Greg dropped his eyes; he seemed to be studying the book in his 
lap. “I don’t know?” 

“You are important, Greg. You aren't just a voice reading some 
words on a page, disconnected from the person that is you. You are 
allowed to get into the act. It is okay to be aware of yourself as you 
read, And it is okay for you to think about the meaning of the words 
you're reading and be affected by them. You can allow yourself to 
get into the scene, so to speak. 
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“Try this again, but this time, before you begin, let me ask you 
to take a momient to be aware of yourself as you are sitting on the 
chair, and of your feet on the floor, and the space around you.Then 
inhibit and direct. Now see if you can sustain some of this aware- 
ness of yourself, and your thinking, as you read. Give it a try.” As I 
speak I am kneeling next to Greg. My hand is on his back, alow- 
ing me to feel his response to my instructions. 

Greg lifts the book, He pauses a moment and begins to read. This 
time his voice has more fullness, a little more variation of expression. 
After a while I ask him to stop and tell me what he has noticed. 

Greg is silent, searching for something to say. “Well, F was a bit 
more aware of myself. I noticed myself holding the book. I was 
thinking my directing, as you asked.” Greg pauses. “Actually, I was 
kind of worried.” 

“What about, can you say?” 

“I really have my mind on trying to say the words correctly.” 

“That’s a good observation. We'll do this again, but first Jet me 
help you a little. Bring the book up in front of you. Hold it higher, 
in front of your face,” I guide Greg’s arm upward as my other hand 
rests lightly on his back.““Take a moment to be aware of seving the 
words on the page. Don’t strain to see them, or zoom in to focus 
on them, just be aware of seeing. You can also sce what’ around the 
book as well, on either side of the pages. Do you follow me?” 

“Yeah.” 

“As you're seeing, remind yourself that you don’t have to leave 
yourself out of the picture as you focus on the words. You want to 
be present, in this time and space, sitting on this chair. As you look 
at the page, be aware that the light is bringing the words to you. The 
light bounces off the page and passes through the lens in your eyes 
where it is focused, and then stimulates the cells at the back of your 
eyes. Those cells transform the light into nerve signals that are sent 
to the back of your brain. It’s a misnomer to say that you're read- 
ing the words on the page. You're reading the words as your brain 
processes these signals in your visual cortex at the back of your head. 
Reading doesn’t happen out there. It happens inside YOU. 

“Also, take as much time as you need as you’re reading, We're in 
no tush.” 

Greg begins to read again. This time a new timbre and resonance 
has come into his voice. I notice that he is breathing better. His arm 
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seems lighter as he is holding the book. The tension in his shoul- 
ders and back has eased. 

“Okay, Greg, now stop. That was different, could you tell?” 

“Yeah, I felt better. I wasn’t trying so hard to read the words. I sort 
of let them come to me.” 

“That's great. You seemed calmer. Your voice was fuller.” Keep- 
ing my hand on his back, I put my other hand on the top of his 
head. “Leave the book on your lap for now and take a moment to 
think of rising up to your attic, Thats good. From here you can be 
more aware of the whole of yourself, head to fingers to toes.” ] pivot 
Greg's torso slightly forward and back as I speak, and feel an improv- 
ing connection from his head to his neck and spine. 

“That’s good, Greg. Now think your directions—you’re up in 
your attic, aware of yourself-You're thinking of your head releasing 
forward and up from your neck, of your back lengthening up and 
widening, of your legs releasing forward away from your torso. Add 
a thought of not tensing your jaw. Try again.” 

As Greg reads, I use my hands to move his torso sightly back and 
forth, assisting him to lengthen more upward. I turn his head and 
neck slightly, encouraging mobility. His reading is going well, but 
then suddenly something shifts. Greg’s body seems to lock. I can’t 
move him. His focus seems to have shrunk inward and there’ a 
break in his voice. He stops reading in the middle of a sentence. 
“What were you thinking?” 

“I got confused about that word. 1 was worrying about how to 
say it.” 

“Did you notice what else happened to you when you were wor- 
rying about your pronunciation?” 

“I got tense?” 

“Right. What else happened?” 

“It happened so fast I’m not sure, but I had a thought that I 
wouldn't be able to pronounce it correctly. Then I felt my neck and 
jaw get tense. When I felt thar, I focused even harder on the page. 
I completely lost my awareness and thinking. Then I stumbled on 
the word. I also felt bad. It’s upsetting. I got this knot in my stom- 
ach. It’s stilt there.” 

“You're making important observations, Greg. Isnt it amazing 
how much can go on inside yourself in such a brief moment in 
time?” 
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“TH say.” 

“To you want to do this some more?” 

“Yeah, this is interesting.” 

“Take time to restore your thinking. Rise up to your attic. Allow 
an awareness of yourself to come alive within you. Even that queasy 
feeling in your stomach, that is part of what is happening in your- 
self in the moment. You don’t have to get rid of it. That feeling isn’t 
the enemy or a problem. Let it be. If you don’t battle with it, try- 
ing to get rid of it, it'll disappear on its own. And even if you stum- 
ble on a word, that’s part of whats happening within you in the 
present moment. It’s real. It isn’t bad. You haven't failed when this 
happens. Everybody does it. And since this triggers a reaction in you, 
a psychophysical reaction, as an actor you can use that to your advan- 
tage. That’s something you want to allow to happen in yourself. 
When emotion rises within you it affects your voice. That’s good. 
That’s what you want. The listener hears the emotion in your 
sound and is affected by it. 

“You don't have to try to sound a certain way, or put something 
deliberately into your expression, Just let it happen within you as you 
experience the meaning of the words you're speaking, and are 
affected by their meaning. You don’t want to cut yourself off from 
yourself as you feel things happening inside you—as a person or as 
an actor, Let the meaning and the experience affect you. You don’t 
have to control and manage what happens.” 

Greg begins again. This time his voice comes more readily. His 
voice is lighter and more expressive. After a few moments of read- 
ing, however, his voice reverts to its old flatness. His voice tells me 
that Greg has disappeared again. He stops reading. 

“How about this ame? What happened?” 

“T lost it again. Everything I was thinking about evaporated. “ 

“Any idea why?” 

“Well,” he says slowly, “This feels so different from the way I usn- 
ally read.” 

“How?” 

“This is making me realize how much I shut myself down. I really 
turn myself off. I guess it’s because reading this way feels pretty over- 
whelming. I'm feeling so many things. It feels so vulnerable. “ 

“Do you want to stop?” 

Greg shakes his head. 
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“This time, as you read, remind yourself that you are the one who 
is reading and you are essential to this process. No matter how it feels, 
just continue renewing your decision to rise up to your attic and 
become aware of the whole of yourself. Think of inhibiting your reac- 
tion to those uncomfortable feelings. These are just sensations. Let them 
rise up within you and then pass through you. You can say no to your 
habit of cutting yourself off, shutting yourself out of the picture. 

“Be aware of yourself and be affected by what you’re reading and 
by the changes that happen within you as you read. It isn’t your job 
to make your voice sound a certain way. It’s your job to read, and to 
allow the meaning of the words to rise within you and affect you. Let 
yourself be affected; let yourself be surprised. You can't predetermine 
how this will turn out.” I take my hands off Greg and move away. 

Greg nods his head, picks up the book and begins to read, 
Shortly afterward I feel the hair on my arms stand on end. 1 feel a 
lump rising in my throat. Greg's voice is entirely different. Some- 
thing seems to have risen within him and emerges, unexpected, 
unedited, unconstrained. His voice has presence, color, and reso- 
nance. As he continues, his rhythm changes as well. He pauses 
more often, yet as the listener 1 am entranced.The silence commu- 
nicates something, too, 1 find myself taking in the meaning of his 
words as he speaks. Images spring to mind. His voice is more com- 
plete, more whole. There is expressiveness in his voice but it does- 
n't sound contrived. It sounds authentic, born of the meaning of his 
words as they resonate within him. Greg looks free and easy in his 
body. His breath comes in and out more readily, His voice is alive, 

Greg stops, puts the book down and looks up at me. “Wow” 

“Greg, that was terrific. You gave me goose bumps. What was dif- 
ferent, can you say? What were you thinking?” 

“I thought about the meaning of the words. And I thought of 
myself, and let the words affect me. I stopped reacting to my worry. 
I let 1t be. I had to stop once in a while to get clear about the mean- 
ing; sometimes I lost it. When I read so that I could understand the 
words, I didn’t worry about what you were thinking or whether I 
was saying them correctly. I felt more connected with myself.” He 
pauses. “I didn’t know it could be like that.” 

“I don’t know if you perceived it, Greg, but I can give you the 
feedback that your voice was entirely different. It had expressive- 
ness, but it didn’t sound as though you were trying to make it be 
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expressive. It flowed out of you. I also understood what you were 
saying better. The pauses weren’t a problem because I was right 
there with you. When you stopped to understand the meaning, it 
gave me time to understand it as well. It was wonderful, You read 
just a few paragraphs but I was so moved. “ 

Greg's eyes drop and he shakes his head as he says, “Why didn’t 
they teach me this in acting class?” Then he looks up at me, his eyes 
bright. “That was so great. I feel like such a different person. I feel 
more connected to myself. J feel more whole. Do you know what 
I mean?” 
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self-Mastery: 


Connnection 


The whole prablem is ta establish 
communication with one’s self. 
—€. B. WHITE 


if WE LOOK around us and take a moment to notice our 
behavior and beliefs, we see that a split pervades our thinking 
and our lives. We are plagued by division: east-west, nature-nur- 
ture, liberal-conservative, science-religion, true-false, subjective- 
objective, good-bad, heaven-hell, body-mind. Are these an 
inevitable part of the fabric of nature and life itself, or are they per- 
haps an outer projection of an inner flaw, a hairline fracture in the 
lens through which we conceptualize ourselves and our world? 

This split thinking pervades our medical system, school sys- 
tem, political system, social fabric, and cultural identicy. Usually, 
our efforts to solve the problems this way of thinking creatcs only 
cause further separation: First we take apart and then we take our 
stand, defending one side while we attack, denigrate, or deny the 
other. We spend our lives standing on one side or the other of 
so many dividing lines that we fail to recognize this as a symp- 
tom of a deeper problem. The truth of our self-dividing lens 
never comes into our awareness. 

Whar is this split vision? Why is it so difficult to recognize? 
Can it be joined? Can we learn to conceive of ourselves, and to 
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behave not only with better balance and coordination, but also with 
greater connection? 

I have likened our sixth sense, bodily sensation, to a mirror in the 
mind that gives us a view into the realm of our psychophysical 
being. It is from this sense, more than any of our others, that our 
mind generates an organizing matrix, a conception of a “self” that 
“behaves.” I also suggested that it is our capacity for language that 
acts as a second mirror facing the first, allowing us to reflect on this 
self: to create an increasingly complex construct that forms opin- 
ions and beliefs, thinks about what is happening to itself, makes judg- 
ments and choices, and describes its experiences through the added 
reflection of symbolic language. 

Our brain’s ability not only to interpret and misinterpret sensory 
data but to synthesize this data into a self-picture on which we can 
reflect could be called our capacity for self-conscionsness—which, 
although scientists cannot agree on its definition or explain exactly 
how we do it, no one disputes that we possess. Further, this very 
consciousness of self acts as yet another sensory system, a supra sen- 
sory system (an eighth sense) capable of generating stimuli that drive 
our behavior and affect the functioning of the whole organism. 
Thus, consciousness-of-self is both a construct of the individual and an active 
player upon the individual, 

Selfconsciousness is often thought of as something fixed, an 
attribute that exists within us like our ability to digest food. It is 
equated simply with being awake. But it is much more than this. Let 
us imagine our consciousness-of-self as a sort of hologram in the 
mind, shifting and changing with every new input to or change in 
the organism. It is a potentiality within us, not an object or a trait. 
Through it we can learn to become ever more self-aware. This self- 
consciousness holds the key to unlocking many of our inner mys- 
teries, enabling us to learn new skills and to change our 
psychophysical behavior in healthful and beneficial ways. This holo- 
gram of the self can enhance the organism from which it arises. 

As we have seen, however, there are many factors that can dam- 
age, distort, and splinter this gossamer construction of self-con- 
sciousness. Danger—real or perceived——is a primary source of 
trouble as the organism acts to mount its defense but in so doing 
often seems to tear itself apart in pain and fear. Another critical ele- 
ment is Our unconscious misuse of our locomotor system, which 
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generates bodily feedback that warps the primary mirror through 
which we see ourselves. 

Herein lies our dilemma: Ifthe lens of self-vision has become dis- 
torted, how can we see its flaw? How can we know that it needs 
correction? 

In a serendipitous moment, Alexander simply used another mir- 
ror. Through it, he observed himself {from outside looking in) and 
saw his divide. He saw that he was not doing what he thought he 
was doing; that he was not able to stop doing what he did not want 
to do; that his way of thinking determined how he acted; and that his 
way of moving led to faulty self-judgments and beliefs. It seemed that 
his self-consciousness, the hologram in his mind, was operating the 
dials of the machine that had created it, but in so doing was dam- 
aging the machine itself. In turn, the machine was further distort- 
ing the hologram. Creation and creator had been split apart, and 
each was harming the other. He was caught in a wheel of distor- 
tion, self-delusion, and further distortion. 

But looking in the mirror, Alexander also saw the fundamental 
unity of himself. All of his parts acted on all the others. He was not 
a collection of pieces that could be treated separately. He was a psy- 
chophysical whole, and only a psychophysical approach could get 
to the root of his problem. Both the machine and the hologram 
needed repair simultaneously. Through meticulous self-experi- 
mentation, Alexander learned co change his way of thinking by 
inhibiting his psychophysical reactions. And he learned to change 
his way of moving by directing to restore his balance and coordi- 
nation. These changes generated new sensory feedback as he moved 
and as he acted, which restored a truer self-perception. Gradually the 
disparate and damaged parts of himself were reconnected and 
repaired. Hologram and machine were no longer divided and in 
conflict but reconnected. Alexander had created an applied method- 
ology that healed the breach within. 

These observations and experiences led him to theorize that 
humans are evolving in a direction of increasing selfconsciousness. 
He viewed this as a potential within each of us waiting to be devel- 
oped. He saw that this potential existed along a continuum. It was 
possible to be more or less conscious, to be more or less a victim of 
our self-distortion. It remained for each of us to choose to act to 
become skillfully self-conscious. 
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Alexander believed this potential must be developed for the bet- 
terment of the individual, and also for humankind. He thought civ- 
ilization was in serious peril due to our one-sided focus on acquiring 
knowledge about everything except ourselves, and for too often 
being wrong when convinced we are right. 

Alexander did not care for grand theories of consciousness and 
human betterment. What use were theories without a practical 
method that demonstrably succeeded? He knew he had developed 
such a method, He had demonstrated that the skills of inhibition and 
direction could be consciously learned, enabling each person to self- 
correct, and thus to overcome many of the ills chat “our flesh is heir 
to.” He dreamed that one day we would all be able to draw from this 
knowledge, overconung the split within, and realizing our gift for 
conscious self-connection and self-mastery. 
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He who chooses the beginning of a road 
chooses the place it leads to. 
— HARRY EMERSON FOSDICK 


© HOW TO STRENGTHEN YOUR BACK. 


To arrive at the simple is difficult. 
~RASHID ELISHA 


In SECTION A, you learned how to rest your back muscles by 
lying in semisupine and in the prone position. In this section you 
will lie in prone as you do the opposite activity—strengthening 
your back muscles—specifically, the deep back muscles of your 
primary locomotor system. 

After years of misuse as we sit, stand, and perform our daily 
activities, the superficial muscles of the back become exces- 
sively tight and the deep muscles of the back become weak. The 
way that most people exercise reinforces this imbalance. In addi- 
tion, many people believe that it is the abdominal muscles—not 
the back muscles—that should be strengthened. They typically 
do sit-ups, further compounding their malcoordination. It is 
the deep muscles of the back chat should support your head and 
trunk when you are upright, not your abdominal muscles. 
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G-1-1, Prone: lifting the 
neck back using the neck 
extensors, which raises 
the head slightly off the 
floor. 
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I do not usually recommend strengthening exercises for specific 
muscles, but this exercise is important because so many of us are 
weak in this area. As you have probably begun to appreciate how- 
ever, there is no exercise that can guarantee success, because any 
exercise can be performed badly. Do not practice this while your 
mind is wandering. The benefits of this activity depend on how you 
think as you move. To strengthen the deep muscles of your back 
effectively, you must inhibit and direct. 


Please read the instructions and the following discussion 
before beginning. 


Neck Extensors 


[Note: If you have a neck injury, or neck or shoulder pain, do not try 
this without the assistance of an Alexander teacher. | 


t. Lie in prone with a book or pillow under your sternum. [Review this 
position in IWustration A-2-1.} Place your arms on the floor at your 
sides, palms up, with your elbows bent. Alternatively, you may rest your 
arms on the floor with your hands above your head, palms on the floor, 
elbows bent, and your upper arms away from your body. (See illus- 
tration G-2-1.} Let your upper forehead contact the floor. Let your 
shoulders fall forward toward the floor. Bring your attention up to your 
attic. Think, /am not tensing my neck, or lam not tensing my muscles. 


2. The very small movement you will be doing is lifting your neck so ' 
that it moves slightly back—toward the ceiling—away from the 
floor. As your neck moves back it will aiso lift your head slightly off 
the floor [Illustration G-1-1) . 


First, rise up to your attic and then quiet your inner 
voices. Begin to inhibit by thinking, I am not tensing in my 
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body. Then think, I am not lifting my neck. Sustain this 
thought as you wait for your helper to move your neck 
back. (You will be using your neck extensor muscles to do 
this movement but not your head extensors, which pull 
your head backward on your neck.) 

Once you begin, move your neck back so that your fore- 
head is no more than an inch off the floor. Stop moving. 
Hold your neck back for no more than fifteen seconds as you con- 
tinue inhibiting. Put your head down on the floor and rest. 

Be sure not to move your neck more than an inch, Be sure not 
to tense your jaw or tongue as you lift. Be sure not to work your 
head extensors—the muscles that move your head backward on 
your neck. If you pull your head back as you lift, you will be 
seeing out across the room (Illustration G-1-2). If you do 


it correctly, you will continue to see the floor. 


G-1-2. Prone: pulling the 
head backward on the 
neck, lifting the head off 
the floor by using the 
head extensors. 


If you are not sure if you are using the right muscles, place 
a hand on the back of your neck and head as you did in sec- 
tion B-1. As you lift, you should not feel your head moving back- 
ward on your neck, but you will feel muscles working to lift your 
neck. You can also place the back of your hand on your 
lower back to gather information about what you are doing 
in this area. You should not feel any tension in your lower back. 


3. Repeat the movement, using the skills you have gained thus far in 
these experiments: Quiet your voice and rise up to your attic. Take 
a moment to be clear about the movement, and then think of not 
moving. Wait for your helper. Continue thinking of not moving as you 
lift your neck back a Little more. Stop. Sustain your inhibiting. If you 
are having success, then move your neck back one more inch. 
Stop. Sustain your thinking. Then put your head down on the floor 
and rest. 
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Ifat any point you feel muscles tensing that should not 
be tensing, put your head on the floor and rest, and then 
start again as you think of not lifting. 

When you return your head to the floor, you may feel 
muscles letting go in other areas of your body. This means that 
you used these muscles as you lifted your neck, even though 
you did not feel them working when you did the movement. 
Now that you know this, the next time you try the move- 
ment, take more time to inhibit these muscles so that you are 
only using the neck extensors. Also, pay attention to your breath- 
ing. If you hold your breath, or tighten around your rib cage 
so that your ribs cannot move, you are tensing muscles that 
you should not use. Rest on the floor again and inhibit. 

Try this movement just a few times, and then stop. Then 
pay attention to how your back feels the next day. If there 
is any ache in your neck or back muscles, especially in the 
lower back, wait until you feel better before trying the 
movement again. Oace you can do this small movement with- 
out difficulty and without experiencing any discomfort the follow- 
ing day, practice it each day, slowly increasing the number of 
repetitions and the length of time that you sustain the lift. You 
should not do more than about ten lifts, and do not hold each lift 
for more than about thirty seconds. 


> DISCUSSION | 
The extensor muscles of your torso are in your back. They extend ) 

from the back of your head to the bottom of your spine. As we have | 

learned, most people do not use these muscles properly to support 

them upright, but instead let their spine collapse in a slouch; or they 

overwork the superficial muscles in the back, pulling themselves 

back and downward, Many people also tense too much in the 

muscles in the front of the neck and torso, which compounds the 

downward pulls on the spine. This situation is made even worse by 

muscle tension at the back of the head, which pulls the head’s 

weight back and downward into the spine. The result of this is that 

the neck moves sharply forward from the upper chest, and the head 

is carried in front of the body. (See Llustrations I-1 and 1-1.} In this 

circumstance the Read extersors—the muscles that pull the head back 

on the neck—are too tense. And the neck extensors—the muscles that 
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support the neck so that it stays back, aligned with the rest of the 
spine rather than jutting forward—are weak. 

In short, if your habit is to sit and stand with your neck jutting for- 
ward, your head pulled back, and your chest rounded forward, the deep 
extensor muscles of the back that run the full length of your spine are not 
working well. In the next exercise you will increase the neck lift by 
also moving your upper back off the floor. This is more difficult, so you 
need to do this slowly and with conscious inhibition and direction. 

Before you try it, some words of caution. As we have discussed, 
while learning to use and strengthen these specific muscles, you 
should not use any unnecessary muscles. In particular, you should 
not tighten your head extensors and pull your head back. You 
should not tense the muscles of your buttocks or your hamstrings 
at the back of your thighs. You should not use muscles around your 
chest and ribs, or your shoulder or arm muscles. You should not hold 
your breath, tense your jaw, or strain anywhere in your body. In both 
exercises it is essential to move slowly and just a little bit at a time. 
Success is not measured by how far or how quickly you move. 

Many people find these exercises difficult. If you have not used 
these muscles for a long time, when you try to do this you are likely 
to feel that it is impossible. Do not give up. Since you have not been 
using these muscles, your brain has not been activating the neural 
pathways that connect to them. Your brain will not immediately be 
able to figure out how to do the movement. Be patient, and prac- 
tice for just a few minutes each day. Even if you do not move, tak- 
ing time to ask your mind to conceive of the movement will help you 
progress in the right direction. Gradually, your helper will establish 
the right pathway, and one day you will find yourself able to do it. 


Please read the instructions and the following discussion 
before beginning. 


Neck and Back Extensors 
[Note: If you have a neck injury, or neck or shoulder pain, do not try 


this without the assistance of an Alexander teacher. ] 


1. Lie in prone. Place your hands on the floor over your head with 
palms down, elbows bent, and upper arms away from your sides. 
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G-2-1. Prone: lifting the 
neck, head, and upper 
chest off the floor using 
the neck and back 
extensors and without 
pulling the head back, or 
tensing the muscles of 
the lower back. 
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Quiet your voices, rise up to your attic and think, / am not lifting my 
neck. Then think the directions, up, wide, and forward, and forward 
and up. 

Sustain your inhibiting and directing as you let your 
helper move your neck back with the neck extensor mus- 
cles. Stop moving and inhibit and direct. Move again. Stop. 
Inhibit and direct. Move a little farther. Continue in this way 
until you are lifting your head, neck, and upper spine, and 
your chest begins to lift off the floor (Illustration G-2-1). 


You may find it more comfortable to do this movement 
without any books under your chest. 

In this exercise you are simply continuing from the pre- 
vious exercise. You are lifting your neck (and your head), and 
now your upper spine off the floor. Stop and inhibit fre- 
quently. Then move again about an inch. If you tense mus- 
cles that you do not need to use, stop and return to the floor. 
Rest. Restore your inhibiting and directing and try again. 
Be sure not to use shoulder or arm muscles, or press your 
hands into the floor. 

If you are weak in your upper back muscles but tight in 
the muscles in the front of your neck and the front of your 
chest (flexors), this exercise will be difficult. Practice it for a 
short time each day, and only move as far as you can with- 
out tensing unnecessarily. Be patient. It may take several 
months, but gradually you will be able to lift your neck 
back, and lift your upper chest off the floor. (See Illustration 
3-2: the first picture in the series on the left. This is one of 
the earliest movements that babies practice.) 


Sit in a chair. Place your feet on the floor and your hands on your 
thighs. Think of quieting your voices and rise up to your attic. Think, 
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i am not sitting. Think, I want my neck to move slightly back, my head 
to release forward and up, my back to lengthen up and widen, and my 
knees to release forward. 

Are you sitting differently than usual? Do you notice 
your back muscles working now to support your neck and 
head, and to connect your neck with your upper back? Are 
you lightly poised, balancing upright easily as you sit? 

With inhibition, you are preventing your old habit of 
tension and collapse. With direction, you are engaging the 
deep muscles of your back to support your head, neck, and 
spine upright easily and efficiently. 


@ SELF-MASTERY EVERY DAY . 


Our tife ts what our thoughts make it. 
—MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS 


This section offers instruction on how to use inhibiting and direct- 
ing in your daily life. Specifically, it shows how these skills can help 
you exercise or play a sport more efficiently and skillfully, improve 
technical skills such as playing an instrument, enhance performance, 
and reduce harmful chronic conditions such as pain and anxiety. The 
conclusion of this section offers ideas for using inhibition and direc- 
tion in a wide range of activities and circumstances, showing how 
these skills can enhance how you function in everything you do. 

As you continue to practice, keep in mind that inhibiting and 
directing cannot always produce instantaneous or precisely pre- 
dictable results that last for a specific period of time. You are learn- 
ing to develop your powers of mind, journeying into an exploration 
of the nature of consciousness. This is a learning process, which 
means continuous change. As your skills increasé, they will produce 
new results, which in turn will increase your skill, and so on. This 
process of growth will always include a little unpredictability, sur- 
prise, and a bit of mystery. After all you are not a machine.You can- 
not always perform the same. 

In addition, keep in mind that this learning process has no com- 
pletion. Your skills can always continue to deepen, yielding fresh 
insights and discoveries. Your objective is not to get to the end but 
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to continue to apply what you are learning to all che acts of living. 
I hope that in addition to your growing self-understanding and self- 
mastery, you will enjoy a deepening sense of wonder at the power 
and potential within you. 


Exercise 


Do you exercise, either by working parts of your body (for 
example, hfting weights) or by doing a more whole body activity 
such as walking, jogging, biking, or swimming? These are excellent 
opportunities to apply your skills. 

For example, if you want to lift a weight in your hand: Stop before 
you rush into your repetitions. Bring your attention to what you are 
doing and how you are thinking. No mind wandering, Rise up to 
your attic and think, I am not lifting this weight. Then think, up, wide, 
and forward. Add the thought forward and up. Renew the thought, I 
am not lifting. Wait for your helper. Continue thinking of not lifting 
as you renew your directions. Sustain this as you lift and also as you 
lower the weight. 

You may discover that when you add inhibiting and directing, 
you cannot readily lift the same weight as before. This is a good sign. 
By inhibiting, you are preventing excess muscle tension. By direct- 
ing, you are integrating your many-tiered locomotor system to 
coordinate the muscles of your entire body as you lift. This means 
you are not using muscles that are inappropriate for the task. Your 
new cognitive skills are also a barometer for letting you know 
when you are ready to lift more weight, and when you have done 
enough, Do not mindlessly lift the weight until you have reached 
a predetermined number of repetitions, or until your muscles give 
out. Lift the weight only as long as you can continue inhibiting and 
directing, integrating yourself as a whole as you move. You will be 
much less likely to injure yourself. 

Do you jog? Before you begin, remind yourself that you want to 
think about how you are running. Do not go for a run while leav- 
ing your mind behind! Before you begin take a few minutes to 
inhibit with the thought, J am not running. You may feel muscles let- 
ting go that you did not know you used, or notice that muscles have 
already begun to tense in readiness for running. Think, J do not want 
to tense my neck. Direct, thinking, f want to let my head release forward 
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and up on my spine. I want to let my back lengthen upward and widen. I 
want to let my knees release forward. Pay attention to sustaining your 
directing as you begin to run. Are you running differently? As you 
become more skilled with directing while you run, you will not 
have to say these instructions to yourself all the ame. After a few rep- 
etitions, your mind will know what you want. Ifyou notice at some 
point that your new psychophysical coordination has deteriorated, 
it means you are tiring. Stop running and walk for a short time. 
Once you can inhibit and direct easily again, resume running. 

Do you bike? If you use drop handlebars, biking can be especially 
hard on your neck and back. The lowered hand position requires you 
to curve forward in your spine and then pull your head back, com- 
pressing your neck in order to see ahead of you, This means you are 
creating excessive tension in your flexor muscles and your head 
extensors—just the muscles you have been learning nof to use. 
Unless you are racing competitively, I recommend that you change 
your handlebars so that they are level and your hand position is 
higher. This will allow your spine to maintain its length—from tail 
to head—as you pivot your body forward from your hip joints (as 
you practiced in section F-2), It also lets your arms extend away from 
your body as they lengthen toward the handles. Now you do not 
have to curve forward in your spine and pull your head back on your 
neck. Sitting more upright may feel wrong, but if you want to pre- 
vent neck injuries and keep riding your bike into old age, this is the 
way to do it. 

As you ride, be aware of all the areas of contact between your 
body and the bike: handles, seat, and pedals. Think spatially co help 
you lengthen your body out and away—through your arms and 
hands out toward the handlebars, through your legs and feet out 
toward the pedals, through your spine to lengthen your back and 
send your pelvis into the seat. Riding a bike should be a bit like rock 
clunbing. Beginning climbers usually tense too much, shortening 
their muscles and essentially pulling their hands and feet away from 
the rock face. Skilled climbers think of lengthening—toward their 
hands and toward their feet—lengthening their body outward into 
the rock. Although it feels less secure, it is more efficient and more 
effective. 

Similarly, as a biker, you do not want to contract your muscles too 
much, making yourself hunch forward and down onto your bike, 
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tensing your belly, and gripping the handlebars. This will subtly pull 
your body away from your bicycle. Instead, think of telling your- 
self not to clutch, and not to pull your head back. Then direct, 
thinking up, wide, and forward, and forward and up. Use your spa- 
tial thinking to create a quality of expansion throughout your 
whole body, especially as your leg muscles push against the resist- 
ance of the pedals. Think of your body expanding in space, outward 
in all directions toward your head, pelvis, feet, and hands. 


Sports 


If you play a sport that involves hitting, catching, or chasing a 
moving object, your most essential skill is seeing the object—and 
learning to recognize when you are not seeing it and then being able 
to recover it. Although most coaches can recognize when a player 
is not “keeping his eyes on the ball,” they are usually unable to help 
a player learn to do this consciously and reliably. If you play this type 
of sport, I recommend that you reread chapter 13—the story ofhow 
I taught Jared to inhibit in order to see the ball. 

To review, the essential point is that although you are in some 
sense seeing the object because your eyes are open, your mind is pri- 
marily focused clsewhere:You may be trying to feel your body and 
know what these feelings mean in order to make your muscles move 
your body in the right way. You may have your mind on trying to 
move your body faster/harder/farther/better. You may be worry- 
ing whether you are doing it right/going to win/making a mistake. 
You may be trying to remember your coach’s instructions. You may 
also be trying too hard to see the object by overtensing muscles that 
control the movement of your eyes, and so fixing them on the object 
for a split second—by which time the object has moved on and you 
have lost it. 

Invent your own variations on the experiment I did with Jared 
that are appropriate for your sport. Put down your bat, racket, 
stick, etc., and practice seeing the object moving toward you and past 
you. Notice if it mysteriously disappears from view. Although your 
eyes may be open, this means you are no longer seeing the object. 
Use your inhibition as you remind yourself not to try to see by tens- 
ing your eye muscles or your neck muscles. These must be loose to 
allow your eyes to move and your head to turn freely as the object 
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you are watching travels through space. Do not try to see specific 
qualities of the object, or focus on its surface. Watch it moving. This 
requires that you also direct, so that you are seeing while sustaining 
an awareness of the space through which the object is traveling. As 
your ability to watch the object improves, increase the difficulty of 
the task by returning to the field and watching it as you deal with 
the other players, and think of the bigger aspects of the game. 


Practice and Performance 


If you have problems with performance anxiety, inhibition can 
be especially helpful. It can also help you improve your technique. 
Do you find yourself nervously anticipating an upcoming per- 
formance, anxious thoughts filling your mind as you worry that you 
will not perform well? Whenever you notice yourself thinking 
such worried thoughts, or just feeling generally anxious, it 1s ame 
to inhibit. Think, Z am not performing. Or, I am not getting ready to per- 
form. If you spend sufficient time with this, you may experience an 
unfamiliar feeling of emptiness, This is the absence of your anxiety. 
It means that your inhibition is being successful. Unfortunately, per- 
formers often mistakenly believe this unfamuliar feeling means that 
they are not ready to perform. But it only means that you are not 
creating your anxiety. Although performers usually say that they do 
not like the feeling of performance anxiety, they often believe that 
anxiety is necessary to ensure a good performance. As a result, they 
subtly retrigger their anxiety. Ask yourself if this belief underlies your 
worry habit. Challenge your belief by taking time every day to think 
of not perforniing—even though the absence of your anxiety may 
feel strange—and discover for yourself that you can perform with- 
out it. 

What happens when you practice difficult passages of music, pre- 
pare a long monologue, or practice a complicated dance combina- 
tion? Notice how your attention narrows downward as you leave 
your attic to focus on the parts of your body. Notice your breath- 
ing. Notice your neck jutting a bit more forward, your shoulders and 
arms tensing. Notice your worry and effort. Stop. Think of not play- 
ing/acting/ dancing. Bring your attention up to your attic, away 
from the page or your muscles. Think of space: up, wide, forward. Aim 
your thinking forward and up. Continue inhibiting and directing as 
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you begin again, Make your inhibiting and directing your first pri- 
ority. If you make a mistake, stop. Wait. Inhibit and direct. Begin again. 
If you find yourself feeling anxious because you have not yet made 
a mistake, stop. Think of not playing/acting/dancing. Direct and 
then begin again. In this way you can gradually free yourself from 
your habit of narrowing your mental focus, tensing your muscles too 
much, and feeding your worry habit. In time, you may find that chat 
your overall coordination improves, that you have better balance and 
ease throughout your body, and that your problem has disappeared. 


Anxiety 


A student comes to me complaining that he has a problem with 
anxiety. “I have heartburn. I worry a lot. Every funny feeling in my 
body makes me think that this ime there is something serious. It 
used to be a small problem. But each year it gets worse.” 

Comments such as these are not unusual. More and more people 
come to me in a state of chronic anxiety, and they are younger and 
younger. Sadly, my students seldom understand the bind they have 
created within themselves. Part of the problem stems again from erro- 
neous beliefs, particularly about the meaning of bodily sensation. The 
more peculiar and uncomfortable the sensations, the more they 
believe that they are suffering from something serious. They know 
that these troubling feelings are happening more and more, and that 
they are worrying more and more. But they do not doubt the basic 
premise that is fueling the problem—their belief that something is 
wrong. Like Betty in chapter 5, most people never doubt their 
beliefs. They believe they are right to be worried. They believe that 
their worry is a rational and logical response to the conviction that 
there is something seriously wrong. In their mind, it is the feeling that 
happens first, and this causes the “rational” worry that follows from 
it. As long as they feel bad, how can they stop worrying? 

In fact, it is not that there is a funny feeling, and as a result the 
student becomes worried. It is that the student is in a chronic con- 
dition of worry, which produces an array of odd physical sensations. 
As a result of this, his mind invents reasons to explain these feelings. 
And the more that his mind fills in the blank—it might be cancer 
or some other serious condition—the more this triggers his anryg- 
dala, which produces ever more neurochemical change that creates 
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these strange feelings. As long as the student believes he is right to 
be worried, he will not conquer his worry habit. 

Thus, at a low level of unconscious processing, our brain discerns 
the state of our organism (anxious). At a higher level of processing, 
our brain notices strange bodily experiences (feelings) and creates 
a story to explain them. (I must have a serious illness.) We would 
truly be trapped in this cycle if it were not for the fact that we have 
an even higher level of brain function. We can learn to understand 
what is happening within us: We can consciously appreciate how we 
are perpetuating our worry habit by believing in all of our mind’s 
self-invented reasons for worrying. This highest level of brain activ- 
ity comes to us through our prefrontal cortex. It is an override 
switch. With our prefrontal cortex, we can inhibit, thinking, J do not 
have to be worried. I do not have to believe in my beliefs. This is only my 
mind's invention, a guess, a filling in of the blank. I can tell myself not to 
keep thinking this way. I can tell myself that every time a new, seemingly 
rational explanation comes into my mind I do not have to believe it. I do 
not have to perpetuate my mind-body anxiety with more fearful thinking. 

This takes practice and perseverance, and it requires taking time 
to think in this new way, but gradually inhibition can reverse the 
seemingly irreversible problem of a growing worry habit. 


Pain 


The challenge for people in chronic pain 1s similar to those in 
chronic anxiety, who often overfocus on their feelings. Recent 
research is showing chat chronic pain seems to alter neural con- 
nections in the brain. As a result of chronic pain, the brain learns to 
become more pain sensitive and more pain perceptive. Feelings that 
other people might describe as “disturbing” or “uncomfortable,” the 
chronic pain patient often describes as painful, sometimes severely 
so. In other words, more and more types of bodily sensations seem 
to be interpreted by the brain as meaning “pain.” 

This is usually accompanied by the individual's strongly held 
belief that the pain must be closely scrutinized, and that everything 
possible must be done to manage and avoid it. Like Ed in chapter 
8, such people often lead diminished lives as they accumulate an ever 
longer list of activities that they believe cause their pain or make it 
worse. They become more and more fearful. If this psychophysical 
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condition continues long enough, such people become a complex 
mixture of real pain, perceived pain, fear, and altered neurochem- 
istry that compounds their chronic fear, fear behaviors, and faulty 
beliefs. Typically, they have been to many health specialists before 
they try an Alexander teacher, often as a last resort. Having expe- 
rienced so much failure, and so many experts who have not been 
able to help them, they are skeptical of and unwilling to trust the 
teacher. 

Inhibiting can be especially difficult for such students, because it 
seems completely wrong to them to be asked to lessen their atten- 
tion on their pain. This flies in the face of their belief that they must 
focus on their pain in order to manage it. But if such students con- 
unue their lessons, when they progress to directing they may expe- 
rience sudden improvement. Since chronic pain often creates a 
distortion in the mind’ capacity to think spatially, by learning to 
think up, wide, and forward for brief periods throughout their day, 
they may experience a surprising reduction in their symptom. 


How You Live 


With your new skills you can create an infinite variety of self-experiments 
using inhibiting and directing as you engage in more complex physical and 
interpersonal activities. Here are some examples: 


* Inhibit and direct as you drive in traffic. Think, I am not driving; 
I am thinking up, wide, and forward. 

* As you work at your desk think, I am not writing (or typing). I 
am not tensing my arms and legs. I am not holding my breath. 
Iam not pulling my neck down. I am thinking up, wide, fonvard. I 
am directing forward and up. 

* As you stand at the tee, ready to take your backswing before hitting 
the golf ball, stand in position for a few moments longer as you 
think, Z am not swinging the club, As you look at the ball, 
remind yourself to think of letting your neck be back, let- 
ting your head be forward and up, letting your knees release 
forward, and connecting your heels into the ground. Sus- 
tain your attention on directing and on seeing the ball, as 
you make the backswing and then through the entire 
downswing. 
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* As you sit with your family at the Thanksgiving table, try thinking 
of quieting your inner voices. Simply be present and quiet, and 
listen as others speak. 


Try your new skills under circumstances in which you might not 
expect them to be helpful: 


¢ When your boss or spouse makes a thoughtless remark and you 
feel anger welling up within you, tell yourself not to hold on to 
this emotion, and not to replay the incident again and again 
in your mind. Then think up, wide, and forward. 

* When your teenager tells you s/he hates you, instead of yelling 
back (attacking—a fear response), tell yourself that you do 
not have to respond instantly. Scop. Think of not reacting. 
Think of your head releasing forward and up, your back 
lengthening up and widening, your knees releasing forward. 
Now consider what you want to say in response. 

s When a friend invites you to try something you have never tried 
before (for example, an Alexander lesson), instead of quickly 
declining because of the low-level discomfort you feel as 
you imagine doing something that is unknown to you, 
remind yourself that your feelings are only momentary. 
How you feel now is not necessarily how you will feel later. 
Remind yourself that you do not know what this experi- 
ence will be like, and you do not have to react instantly to 
these uneasy feelings by declining (withdrawal). Think, Z do 
not know what this will be. I do not have to assume I will not 
like it, Then think, up, wide, and forward for a moment. Ask 
yourself again whether or not you want to try it. Maybe you 
will decide to change your mind. 

» When you are feeling mentally confused or tired, instead of reach- 
ing for another cup of coffee, a drink, a cigarette, or a piece 
of chocolate, find a place to lie down in semisupine. Quiet 
your voices, Rise up to your attic—think up—and turn on 
your prefrontal cortex.Think with clarity of meaning: I don’t 
have to push on. T can take a moment and let my mind have a rest. 
Continue inhibiting until you notice the thought rising in 
your mind, I want to get up. Then get up and carry on with 
what you were doing. 
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* When you are having a heated potitical argument with someone and 
are convinced of the rightness of your position, instead of repeat- 
ing your argument again and again, becoming more and 
more frustrated and angry, make your point and then stop 
speaking. Wait. Allow yourself to become aware of yourself. 
Notice the position you are sitting in. Notice the room 
around you. Notice the person you are speaking to. Notice 
your breathing. Notice the feeling of tension in your neck. 
Think, {am not tensing. Think, I do not have to win this argu- 
ment, Think, I am expressing my opinton, but I might not be 
entirely right. Think, I want to quiet my voices, and suspend my 
beliefs, so that 1 can better listen to the other person’s point of view 
and try to understand it. 

e inhibit when you have not been able to do something successfully. 
Stop and wait. Then try again. 

* Lie in semisupine or prone and take time to inhibit when you expe- 
rience emotions that are overwhelming to you. 

* When you are engaged in a creative project that requires imagina- 
tive and innovative thinking but ideas are not coming to you, instead 
of pushing yourself harder and harder, becoming more and 
more determuned to get it done, lie down in semisupine fre- 
quently. Inhibit and rest your mind. Wait. Trust that as you 
rest, your helper will do the thinking for you. You may be 
surprised to find chat new insights and ideas arise in your 
mind spontaneously. 
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APPENDIX 


HOW to Find | 
a Teacher | 


[ouno IN 1987, the American Society for the Alexan- 
der Technique (AmSAT) maintains the profession’ highest 
standards for teacher training, certification, professional con- 
duct, and membership. The Society is affiliated with fourteen 
national societies around the world that share these standards. 

AmSAT-certified teachers have been trained in an AmSAT 
approved, three-year teacher training course that consists of 
1,600 class hours over a minimum of three years, with a five-to- 
one student-teacher ratio. Alternatively, individuals not trained 
in an AmSAT course may receive certification through applica- 
tion to AmSAT for individual review and evaluation. 

To find an AmSAT-certified teacher, please visit AmSAT’s 
website at: www. AmSAT.ws, or call (800) 473-0620. 

AmSAT’s website provides a national membership directory, 
a list of teacher training courses nationwide, contact information 
for the affiliated societies, and a calendar of upcoming events and 
workshops. It also offers for sale a comprehensive line of books, 
CDs, DVDs, and other items on the Technique. AmSAT invites 
the public to join the Society as Associate Members who receive 
such benefits as AMSAT’s quarterly newsletter. You can visit the 
AmSAT office at 30 North Maple Street, Florence, MA 01062. 

For a directory of non-AmSAT teachers, contact Alexander 
Technique International at: www.ati-net.com. 
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ANXIETY The wide-ranging effects (mental and physical, con- 
scious, and unconscious) on an individual produced by chronic 
activation of the amygdala. 

APPRAISAL The amygdala’s evaluation of sensory stimuli for threat 
to the organism. 

ASSOCIATIVE FRIGGER A harmless stimulus that occurs in connection 
with a threatening stimulus, which the amygdala learns to asso- 
ciate wich danger and so, over time, also interprets as threatening. 

ATTENTION A capacity of the mind to focus on a particular thought, 
stimulus, feeling, or action while lessening its focus on other 
thoughts, stimuli, feelings, or actions. The mind can shift 
attention consciously or unconsciously, Attention is a mental 
skill that can be consciously practiced and improved. 

ATTIC This is a metaphor for the prefrontal cortex. The term “rise 
up to the attic” refers to the ability to consciously learn to bet- 
ter activate the prefrontal cortex to enhance conscious 
inhibitory skill. 

AWARENESS A capacity of the mind that enables us to perceive our- 
selves, and then to perceive more and more sensory stimuli, 
both from within and outside the self, simultaneously. Aware- 
ness ts a mental skill that can be consciously practiced and 
improved. 


BELIEF A judgment the mind forms from bodily sensations. (I am 


not using this word to refer to religious ideas or convictions.) 
As such, beliefs are the mind’ interpretation of sensory expe- 
rience. Beliefs are usually unconscious but may become con- 
scious. They may also be inaccurate or incorrect. Beliefs may 
be changed and become more accurate through improving 
our locomotor skill, which changes sensory feedback. 
BIPEDALISM The human locomotor strategy, which involves car- 
rying the head on top ofa vertically aligned spinal column that 
is poised on top of two straightened hind limbs. In walking or 
running, the non—weight-bearing forelimbs (arms) swing in 
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counterbalance to the alternately weight-bearing and striding 
hind limbs (legs). 

BODILY SENSATION I refer to this as our sixth sense, defined as the wide 
spectrum of sensory inputs that inform the brain about the state, 
condition, and actions of the psychophysical organism. This sen- 
sory system includes inputs that are proprioceptive (from mus- 
cles and joints) and interoceptive (from the viscera). Bodily 
sensations can be received and processed by the brain entirely 
below the level of conscious awareness, or they can be semicon- 
scious, or they can be made increasingly conscious. The brain may 
misinterpret the meaning of bodily sensations. It can also learn 
to more accurately interpret their meaning. 1 use this term syn- 
onymously with feeling. I include awareness of our emotional 
states as coming to us via this sensory system. 

BRACHIATOR A vertebrate locomotor strategy that involves using the 
arms to support the body by holding on to overhead supports 
(branches), and traveling through space by hanging and swing- 
ing from one support to another. 

DIRECTING I define directing as spatial thinking, a mental capacity we 
derive from our vestibular apparatus that enables us to perceive 
three-dimensional space and to conceive of specific directions in 
space. Directing is a mental capacity that we can consciously learn 
to enhance. Directing plays a role in improving balance and toning 
the deep muscles of the spine to coordinate the torso in a headward 
direction. 

END-GAINING Focusing one’s attention exclusively on a particular 
result or outcome without regard for or with insufficient atten- 
tion to the best means of achieving it. 

EXPANDING FIELD OF AWARENESS This term refers to the teacher's skill, as 
s/he is touching the student, of becoming increasingly aware of 
sensory inputs from both his/her body and the student’s body 
simultaneously. 

FAULTY SENSORY APPRECIATION This is Alexander’s term for the mind’s 
tendency to misjudge or misinterpret bodily sensation. 

FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT RESPONSE The organism's innate mechanisms for per- 
ceiving threat and behaving in self-defense. This term can be mis- 
leading, however, since it implies that our defense response is 
either to run away or to fight, In fact, animals have four stereo- 
typed defense behaviors: attack, withdraw, freeze, and submit. 
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HABITUAL WAY OF MOVING A learned and unconscious pattern of mus- 
cle activity that enables us to perform specific acts. Once we learn 
to hold a pen and write, for example, we think, write, and our 
brain coordinates our muscles in a characteristic pattern. We are 
not usually conscious of how we have learned to do this, and so 
we cannot easily change our habitual way of moving. 

HELPER This metaphor refers to subcortical areas of the brain (espe- 
cially the cerebellum) that play a key role in helping to smoothly 
coordinate our muscles in activity, enabling us to move with 
greater efficiency and skill. 

INHIBITION, INHIBITING At a neurological level, inhibition is the capac- 
ity of a neuron to cause another neuron to be less easily activated. 
In the Alexander Technique, conscious inhibition is a skilled use 
of the mind to prevent or cease unwanted, harmful, or unneces- 
sary behavior as it is happening or as it begins. 

INITIATING TRIGGER A stimulus that the amygdala appraises as threat- 
ening, causing it to trigger the organism into defense behavior. 

INTENTION A formulation in the mind ofa desired aim. 

LOCOMOTOR SYSTEM The systern of muscles, bones, joints, nerves, etc., 
that enables an animal to move parts of itself and also to move its 
entire body from place to place. 

MISUSE A harmful, inefficient, or ineffective way of moving or using 
the self (mind and body), which is generally unconscious. 

MOTOR NERVES Nerves that stimulate a muscle to contract. 

NEUROCHEMICAL RESPONSE The neurological and chemical changes that 
are caused once the amygdala appraises a stimulus as threatening. 

NON-DOING Another term for inhibition. 

PREFRONTAL CORTEX The most frontal area of the cerebral cortex, and 
the most recently evolved area of the brain. Scientists are learn- 
ing that this region performs an executive function, integrating 
and overseeing the behavior of the whole individual, and espe- 
cially for exerting inhibitory or impulse control. 

PRIMARY CONTROL Alexander defined this as a dynamic relationship 
between the head and neck, and between the head, neck, and 
trunk that enhances the individual’s locomotor coordination 
and its overall functioning. 

PROPRIOCEPTION Charles Sherrington coined this term (perception of 
one’s own) to refer to the sensory capacity that is derived from 
sensory receptors in our muscles, tendons, and joints, including 
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the vestibular apparatus, which inform the brain of the body’s 
movements in space. l have proposed that proprioception be con- 
sidered a subset of a broader sixth sense of bodily sensation, and 
that this sixth sense exclude the vestibular apparatus, which 
would be better classified as a discrete sensory system. 

QUADRUPED A vertebrate locomotor strategy that involves carrying the 
trunk horizontally on top of four limbs, the feet leveraging 
against the ground to propel the animal in the direction of its 
head. 

REACTION An unnecessary, harmful, inappropriate, maladaptive, or 
inefficient response to a stimulus. Reactions may be described as 
primarily physical or mental, but they involve the whole organism. 

SELF A construct of the mind, made possible by the cortex and 
especially the prefrontal cortex, that assunilates information from 
all the sensory systems, but especially from bodily sensations, and 
creates a construct that we speak of as “1.” 

SELF-DEFENSE SYSTEM All the structures of the organism that enable it 
to evaluate a sensory stimulus for danger, and then to propel the 
organism into behaviors of defense. 

SEMIBRACHIATOR A vertebrate locomotor strategy that involves sup- 
porting the body largely with the two hind limbs, with the torso 
positioned diagonally or semi-upright on the hind limbs, and the 
arms and knuckles of the hands used for partial weight bearing. 

SENSORY FEEDBACK I use this synonymously with bodily sensation, but 
it can be used more broadly to refer to sensory inputs from any 
of our sensory systems. 

SENSORY RECEPTORS A broad term chat refers to the many types of spe- 
cialized sense organs and nerve endings located throughout the 
body that are sensitive to a particular type of stimulus and cause 
sensory nerves to fire. 

SENSORY STIMULI Inputs received by the brain from sensory nerves. 

SOMATOSENSORY CORTEX An area of the cerebral cortex in the brain that 
processes sensory inputs from the body, giving us the capacity to 
become consciously aware of bodily sensations or feelings. 

STEREOTYPED DEFENSE BEHAVIORS Vertebrates have four unlearned and 
stereotyped behaviors in response to real or perceived danger: 
freeze, attack, withdraw, and submit. These behaviors range from 
overt behaviors to neurochemical changes that cannot be felt or 
perceived. 
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SYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM Together with the parasympathetic nerv- 


ous system, these comprise the autonomic nervous system, which 
largely controls the activity of the internal organs. Broadly speak- 
ing, the sympathetic system arouses the organism, preparing it for 
activities involving strength, energy, and action. The sympathetic 
nervous system is aroused by the amygdala to activate the organ- 
ism into behaviors of defense. 


VESTIBULAR APPARATUS A sensory structure located on both sides of 


the head and close to the inner ear, consisting of three semicir- 
cular, fluid-filled canals and the utricle and saccule. This sensory 
system enables us to think spatially and directionally, informs us 
of the direction of gravity and the direction of movement of the 
head, and plays a part in helping us to balance upright, coordi- 
nate muscle tone (especially of the trunk), and to orient our 
movements in space. 
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